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I dedicate this memoir to Sydell, 
The pulchritudinous protagonist of this ponderous personal portrayal. 





        CHAPTER I 
    THE EARLY YEARS      
“What’s your name?” I called out to the new face standing with 
the familiar ones of Evelyn and Bea on snow-covered Fenton 
Avenue. 
 “Who wants to know?” she answered laughing. 
 “Her name is Sydell and she just moved here,” Bea 
interjected. “His name is Arty,” she completed the introduction, 
turning to the girl beside her who was enveloped in a brown 
coat, scarf and boots. 
 Not knowing what to say next, this sixteen year old, 
hormone-loaded male took action and advanced on the new kid, 
holding a heap of snow in my hands. Reading my obvious 
intentions, she started to scramble and slide to get away from 
me but that lasted less than two minutes before I caught her and 
proceeded to scrub this new girl’s pretty face with snow.  
“Welcome to the neighborhood!” I laughed.  If you’re going to be 
stupid why not go all the way?  
 Evelyn and Bea hustled her away, shouting and scolding as 
they took Sydell inside to dry out.  I looked around for a hole 
to fall in but, not finding one, waited until they came out of 
the hallway where they had dried her off. 
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 “Sydell,” I said. 
 “Don’t talk to me!” she cut me off, but, seeing the woeful 
look on my face, she couldn’t help laughing.  “Next time pick on 
somebody your own size.  You’re twice as big as me!” 
 Now that was uncomfortably close to the truth, especially 
since I was bundled against the cold, and all I could manage was 
to stammer an apology.  “You’re right, and I am sorry.  Let me 
buy you a hot chocolate to warm you up.  Please?  I’ll even 
throw in a pretzel,” I turned on what I hoped would pass as a 
charming smile.   
 “All right, but no more rough stuff, okay?” Sydell said, 
flashing her own sweet smile. We made our way to Meyer’s candy 
store and sat in one of the four booths set in the right-hand 
wall opposite the soda fountain.  My offer was more than paid 
for when she slipped off her coat, revealing a brown sweater 
covering a perfect 34B--I found out much, much later--bust.  
When she took off the white scarf that she was wearing to 
protect against the weather, I could see her shoulder-length 
auburn hair shining with red highlights. Wide open blue eyes 
made everything but her full-lipped smile and the freckles on 
her nose fade into the background.  I was mesmerized.   
 Sydell accepted the hot chocolate but turned down the 
pretzel.  Little did I know that this was the first sign it was 
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going to cost a lot more to clothe this woman than to feed her.  
We talked for hours while I munched her foot-long pretzel and 
mine as we got to know each other and drank more hot chocolate. 
 I told her about my folks and my brother.  She told me 
about her mother and her sisters and her grandmother and her 
grandfather who lived with them and the crowd of relatives who 
constantly passed through their home, a two bedroom flat in a 
two-family house around the corner.  I knew right away that 
privacy was a long shot when she told me that she slept with her 
mother and two sisters in two double beds in the front room.  
Her grandparents occupied the back bedroom.  The rest of the 
apartment consisted of a dining room, kitchen and sun porch.  
The sun porch, a tiny room barely large enough to house a 
sagging daybed became our shelter on the too-rare occasions that 
the front room was deserted and we could be alone. It would 
become the only place where we could discover and nurture the 
feelings that still exist seven decades later.  Well, there and 
the stairway inside the side door where we lingered when I 
brought Sydell home after a movie or just a walk. 
 My nerd days were over!  No more hours, days, weeks, months 
and even years spent with my figurative nose pressed against the 
window of life watching boys and girls, men and women together, 
holding hands, smooching, laughing when nothing funny was 
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happening, content to be with each other without stress, without 
angst, without loneliness.  
 High school, for me, had been a shining example of non-
achievement scholastically, socially and sexually.  I accepted 
mediocre grades in return for a less than mediocre effort on my 
part.  Parental disapproval wasn’t a problem, since Mom and Dad 
were convinced that their darling son could do no wrong and my 
brother, Jerry, disappeared into uniform along the way, so I 
didn’t have to account to him. 
 Years younger than almost all of my classmates, I evidently 
wasn’t worthy of their attention.  My only solace was the 
enormous lunch my mother packed for me to guard against any 
possible loss of surplus pounds.  My large brown paper bag held 
two huge sandwiches of bologna, salami or leftover roast, fruit 
and some kind of dessert like Hostess Cup Cakes or Yankee 
Doodles.  I’m not sure if the latter still exist but they were 
three small, chocolate, cream-filled cakes that each provided 
two bites of ambrosia for this fat connoisseur of such things. 
 Team sports were out of the question for this rotund 
teenager, mostly because muscle was a missing component in my 
body but also because most of the varsity members were grown men 
with hairy, hardened bodies who would have rolled over in mirth 
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if I walked on the field.  Jewish kids were far more likely to 
be in the band than on the team.  
Sydell’s walk was stately and erect, she talked in that 
delightful, little girl voice that years later would star in 
radio commercials, and took my hand so that I would not feel 
like an outsider any more.  I had gained admission to existing 
in real time instead of being suspended in fantasies. 
 “Making out,” known in those days as “Necking,” or, in more 
advanced stages, “Petting,” was not easy to arrange, even 
between two willing parties.  Young people usually lived with 
their parents until they were married.  There weren’t any cars 
to cuddle in, partially because of wartime restrictions but 
mostly because we lived in a city where public transportation 
was the way we got around. Buses and subway trains took us 
wherever we wanted to go and were safe at all hours.  
 Sydell was the designated hair stylist and manicurist for 
her mother’s and grandparents’ cousins and sisters. Rose’s 
sisters; Pearl, Hannah and Anna, after drinking coffee with 
Fanny and Max, Sydell’s grandparents and cohabiters, would take 
their turns in front of the mirror of the vanity table in the 
front bedroom.  Their contributions were the luscious baked 
goods they brought to eat with the coffee.  Each sister had a 
specialty--Hannah did pies, Pearl produced sour cream coffee 
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cake and Anna hauled deadly, heavyweight cookies with fragments 
of maraschino cherries embedded in their centers.  Even at the 
age of 15 and 16, Sydell’s hands and style sense prophesized the 
success we would enjoy in later years.  The only catch was that 
all these services were performed in the front room, so we 
didn’t get a hell of a lot of time in the adjoining sun porch 
together. 
 My home was out of bounds for romance.  Even when my folks 
were out, Sydell was totally uncomfortable with the idea of 
getting together there.  As much as she came to love my Mom and 
Dad and enjoyed being there with them, she felt them looking 
over her shoulder and would only stay long enough for me to 
change my shoes or shirt before she hurried me out the door.  
The only time I got her into my bed was one day when I was sick 
and she lay down, fully clothed, of course, next to me for a few 
minutes when my mother went to the store for food.   
 I know all this sounds bizarre in this present day when, 
statistically, almost all kids are sexually active at age 
sixteen but, with a few exceptions who “hit a home run,” “third 
base” was as far as a boy could get.  Even prom night did not 
result in more than kisses and a furtive brushing of budding 
breasts with the back of one’s hand.  Admittedly, I was not  
aggressive,  but even those who tried harder, “went home with 
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the morning newspaper,” as we said then.  Many an ardent swain 
wound up with tender testicles as a result of unrequited 
passion.  
 My high school prom night had come and gone before I met 
Sydell.  Sonia Bushman, my date for the big night, was pretty 
but plump and not exactly in the first tier of candidates for 
the big date.  Her girlfriends had all been asked and my few 
friends in class had done their asking before I finally screwed 
up enough courage to ask Sonia to be my partner.  She wore a 
cream-colored, simple cream taffeta gown with a big floral 
design, and she truly rose to the occasion.  My folks donated 
the cost of a rented tuxedo, the pants of which, much to my 
chagrin, had to be let out.  We arranged to double with Sheldon 
Sobel, an overachiever who already had plans in place to become 
a dentist, and his pretty girl friend, Millie. I bought the 
requisite corsage of tea roses, which Sonia’s mother, Sarah, 
hastily pinned to the shoulder of her dress, thwarting my plan 
to enter the proximity of her bosom. 
 Our driver, a paunchy, baggy-eyed, middle-aged man who 
pored over the racing sheet at every stop light, didn’t bother 
to get out of the car to open a door for us.  Sheldon and 
Millie, she on the cushioned leather seat and he facing her on 
the pull down jump seat, were already in position when Sonia and 
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I took the same positions next to them. Our next and only stop 
was a barnlike Manhattan nightclub where we watched a chorus 
line of six dancers followed by an unfunny MC whose material was 
written for an audience much older than we were. It added up to 
too much expense and no chemistry.   
 My high school graduation had taken place in the Loew’s 
Paradise Theatre on the Grand Concourse in The Bronx on a cold, 
nasty morning in February of 1943.  The school auditorium could 
not accommodate all of the students, families and faculty so 
arrangements were made to hold commencement in the most splendid 
showplace The Bronx had to offer.  The Fox Theatre in Atlanta, 
Georgia is a copy of that cinema and of the now extinct 
Paramount Theatre in Manhattan where Frank Sinatra caused bobby 
soxers, including Sydell, to swoon.  It was an era when cinema 
was king and movie stars were royalty.  Unfortunately, the only 
performance that day was by hundreds of students from Evander 
Childs High School making their way to the dais to be handed a 
piece of paper as a reward for four years of (theoretical) 
effort.  In my case, they were three plus years of naps 
interrupted by sarcastic remarks from frustrated teachers.  I 
was too smart for the system and there were no tools available 
to deal with types like me. 
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 My parents took me to Lou G. Seigel’s restaurant for a 
celebratory lunch.  This was the pinnacle of kosher restaurants 
among the many in New York.  It provided White Table Cloth 
service by waiters with attitude who condescended to serve our 
family.  We were aliens who stood out among the power-lunching 
makhers (big shots) of the garment district in which the 
restaurant was located.  
 We had made our way from the subway station, through 
crowded streets and sidewalks, dodging the clothes racks on 
wheels pushed by muscular young men who raced to deliver 
garments that had been sewn on one street and had to be 
transported to another to be shipped throughout the world.  We 
were enveloped by a cacophony of sound generated by human 
shouts, truck exhaust and horns blown by irate taxi drivers.  
 If any section of New York had earned the term, “Melting 
Pot, it was the garment district, which occupied about 30 square 
blocks in lower Midtown Manhattan in those years before work was 
sent to the sweat shops of Asia that spawned cheap labor.  
Startled pedestrians could have qualified as running backs in 
the NFL as they weaved and dodged around vehicles bent on their 
destruction. 
 The hushed decorum of Siegel’s seemed like an oasis of 
quiet as we were guided to our table in a far corner by a maitre 
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‘D toting a clutch of oversized menus.  Those portfolios listed 
foods that appeared familiar to my parents but, from my 
perspective, might have been freshly imported from strange 
countries.  Even more intimidating was the right-hand side of 
the menu with prices that had numbers in front of the decimal 
points.  Our neighborhood Chinese restaurant and delicatessen 
had no prices longer than two digits.  After all, it was still 
the days of the five cent subway ride and the nickel ice cream 
cone.  
 “It’s your day, son.  Pick whatever you’d like,” Pop said, 
after a busboy had deposited a platter of ice cold, crisp 
celery, radishes and carrots, accompanied by a second dish of 
kosher pickles, pickled tomatoes and olives.  An overflowing 
silver bowl held rolls and sliced breads of every description; 
ambrosia formed in shapes that our corner bakery didn’t sell or 
even imagine. 
 I wasn’t about to venture forth into what might be hostile 
territory, so I responded, “What are you having, Pop?”  I knew 
how much my father loved his food, a trait that still makes me 
marvel that he stayed married all those years to one of the 
world’s worst cooks. 
 “I’m having the Hungarian Goulash,” Pop announced.  
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 “Me, too,” I said quickly, relieved to find my way out of 
that print jungle.  My mother, knowing that the dish was an 
ambush loaded with onions and garlic, tastes she abhorred and 
which never found their way to her cooking utensils, settled for 
a simple, grilled halibut steak. 
 As he did in many other instances, my father led me to one 
of life’s great pleasures.  This was not just beef and noodles; 
it was a culinary delight that began simmering over gypsy 
campfires and crossed the Atlantic in steerage, not measuring up 
to the fripperies of the French chefs in first and second class 
steamship passage.  Siegel’s version was a steaming platter of 
delicate, yellow-tinted, inch-wide noodles supporting a mass of 
beef cubes punctuated by bites of carrot and pearl onions that 
was generous enough to satisfy this teen-ager’s voracious 
appetite, especially when supplemented by four hot, buttered 
rolls chosen carefully from the selection offered.  A heaping 
bowl of chocolate mousse was all I could add to the feast I had 
consumed. 
      *** 
 Any of my thoughts for the future or a career were on hold 
for the eighteen months between high school and the U.S. Navy.  
I took jobs for spending money but with no thought for the 
future other than getting into uniform.  My parents never took a 
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penny for room and board but certainly couldn’t afford to pay 
for my dates, clothes, or losses at the pool room.  I made a few 
dollars back hustling at ping pong.   
 The come-on was simple.  I would give my opponent twenty 
points in a twenty one point game.  Crazy?  Not when the spot 
meant that I started with minus twenty points.  It was rarely a 
problem to score forty one points before my opponent could score 
twenty one.  There was never more than a couple of dollars 
involved, but my pool game losses weren’t significant either.  
It wasn’t until much later in life that I coined my definition 
of playing anything for money—-“gambling is when you play for 
more than you can afford to lose.  All the rest is gaming.”  
 Sydell and I, like most young people of the time, knew that 
we would be separated by the war.  In the meantime, we saw each 
other on weekends and at least two nights during the week. She 
was approaching her senior year in high school.  High school!  
Can you imagine that?  I was involved in the love affair of my 
life with a high school student.  Now, it boggles my mind but 
then it was heavenly.  Most dates were movies or just walking to 
any place we could neck.  Friday nights were devoted to the 
socials in the club room when we danced to Benny Goodman, Frank 
Sinatra crooning with Tommy Dorsey, Glenn Miller and all the 
other big name bands.  Dancing was followed by hot chocolates in 
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winter and Pepsi Cola, which offered more for the money than 
Coca Cola, in the summer.  Another favorite of mine was a cherry 
soda with chocolate ice cream—anything that would add another 
pound.  
Rose Dienner, the woman who would become my mother-in-law, 
had to live with the stigma of being divorced in a time when 
that status was considered shameful.  Rose, a good Jewish wife, 
was supposed to suck it up when her husband threw a portion of 
chicken at her because it wasn’t cooked to his liking.  That was 
in between his visits to several women.  Sam was a handsome man 
but his attributes ended with his appearance.  Beyond his 
philandering and his temper, he was miserly when it came to his 
family’s needs.  Rose, devoted to her children and family, would 
not go out with a man until thirty years after her divorce when 
her three girls were safely married and she had four 
grandchildren.  At around age 60, she consented to date a 
widower, a distant cousin she had known of all her life.   
    Rose trusted and believed in her daughters.  Always a light 
sleeper, she had to know that as much as an hour passed between 
the time we let ourselves in through the side door off the 
driveway and the time Sydell walked into their apartment.  A 
smart and aware woman, she certainly knew how much we were into 
each other. With all that in mind she trusted, correctly, that 
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Sydell would draw a line beyond which she would not stray and 
that I would, grudgingly, respect.  What a contrast Rose was to 
other parents I have known who trembled every time their 
daughters left the house.  
Rose was a piece worker for a mail house all those years.  
That means she sat or stood and folded, stapled and stuffed 
advertising material into envelopes, her pay depending on how 
many she collated that day.  The side benefit was that she was 
fast and efficient at everything she did.  Pictures show that 
she was a beautiful woman.  There is a present day acronym that 
describes my feelings for her at the time but I won’t use it 
here.  I subscribed to the common wisdom that her appearance 
foreshadowed what her daughter would look like in later life.  I 
was right for the most part, but Sydell has surpassed her Mom.   
 I volunteered for the Navy, my choice being made largely on 
the strength of not wanting to slop around in the mud with the 
infantry.  I had wanted to volunteer sooner but my folks and 
Sydell prevailed on me to wait until shortly before my 
eighteenth birthday.  By that time, even though there were still  
appalling losses in two theatres of war, there was a feeling of 
optimism based on the tide of war shifting in our favor and 
against the forces of Germany and Japan; by that time Italy had 
become a meaningless factor in the struggle. 
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Pearl Harbor, the start of World War II, like the 
assassination of John Kennedy and 9/11 in more recent times, was 
an event that everyone remembered clearly as long as they lived.  
I heard the news on the radio in my home along with my parents 
and brother.  We were all in shock.  My brother, Jerry, started 
to call friends, all of them exchanging vows to enlist as soon 
as they could.  My instinct, after commiserating with my mother 
and father, was to head for the playground, the center of the 
young people’s lives.  I found others there, bundled against the 
cold, the girls with tears streaming down their faces and the 
boys mostly staring into space, unaccustomed to deep emotion and 
unable to say much more than, “Shit!”  Even the jokers couldn’t 
come up with words or antics.  We huddled together in the cold, 
hands in pockets, searching for comfort and finding none.  
Finally, one by one, we left and went home to our parents who 
remained seated in front of their radios, wondering when their 
sons would walk in danger.  
Sydell saw me off (along with a contingent of other 
unlikely looking future sailors) from Penn Station in Manhattan.  
We spent some tearful time holding on to each other before I was 
herded off to a corner of that cavernous building along with the 
other recruits. It was fairly early in the morning and the light 
that filtered through the enormous stained glass windows was of 
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the quality that artists try to capture on canvas but resign the 
effort in frustration.  Our tears added to blurred vision, and I 
thought, so much for parting is such sweet sorrow.  This is as 
sour as it gets. We were headed for Geneva, New York, or, more 
accurately, Sampson Naval Base and boot camp.  Walter Winchell, 
the famous newspaper columnist, had labeled G Unit (named for 
some admiral called Gilmore), the division to which I was 
assigned, the “Navy’s Concentration Camp.”   
   
             
             
             
             
             








CHAPTER II              
SINGING THE NAVY BLUES  
 G unit consisted of 22 barracks, each housing 228 men on 
its two floors.  The unit occupied 14 acres out of the total 
2,535 of Sampson Naval Base.  In addition to the barracks there 
was the torture chamber known as a gymnasium, an infirmary where 
I found out that you don’t catch cold in the Navy you get 
Catarrh, and the mess hall with its memorable sign at the 
beginning of the chow line: TAKE ALL THAT YOU CAN EAT.  EAT ALL 
YOU TAKE, a rule I obey to this day when I can’t avoid a buffet.  
Even in the best financial times, waste offends me.  The entire 
base was built in 270 days, and you felt it when the wind came 
right through the walls in winter.   
 I was smart enough to know that the prime purpose of boot 
camp, other than physical conditioning, was to destroy my sense 
of individuality and substitute an automaton that would leap in 
the air the instant some petty officer said, “Jump.”  The Navy 
accomplished its mission.  I woke up at 5:00 AM and embarked on 
a day in which every minute was scheduled for drills, shooting 
rifles, eating, excreting, doing laundry, attending meaningless 
classes, climbing ropes (something I had never done in my life), 
doing push-ups, jumping jacks, squat thrusts and chin-ups and, 
during any spare time, running around the “Grinder,” the oval 
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track around which G Unit was built.  I didn’t have time to be 
homesick.  I was in such bad shape that halfway around my first 
run on the Grinder, I dropped out, wheezing and vomiting.  In 
nine short weeks I would be running laps without puffing, having 
attained the finest physical conditioning I would ever reach in 
my life. 
 I was one of only three Jews among the 228 men in my 
barracks, and, of course, with the Navy’s unwritten segregation 
laws, there were no African-Americans, Filipinos or Hispanics.  
One of the Jewish boys could have been type cast.  He had black, 
curly hair, a prominent nose and, having been raised in an 
orthodox household of women, was quiet and self-effacing.  He 
attracted scornful remarks from his ignorant bunkmates.  The 
second was a short, street-smart kid from Newark who could hold 
his own with mouth or fists and got along fine.  I got lucky. 
 On the second night of boot camp, six or seven of us were 
in the changing area of the shower room where the smoking lamp 
was lit, smoking being prohibited anywhere else in the barracks.  
The conversation got around to speculation about what would 
happen to Sampson after the war.  One smartass shitkicker voiced 
his opinion. 
 “Why, you know some Jew will buy it and turn it into a 
resort or something.” 
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 “Yeah, I reckon those Jews will buy up everything in sight 
with all they’re makin’ on this war,” seconded a big, burly 
farmer from Bangor, Maine. 
 This was too much bullshit and I screwed up what little 
courage I had to say to this giant, “Hey, have you ever met a 
Jew in your life?” 
 “Well, no,” he said. 
 “Well I’m a Jew and I sure haven’t made any money on this 
war and I sure wouldn’t buy this godforsaken hole if I had.”  I 
took a deep breath and waited to be killed. 
 “You sure don’t look like a Jew,” the Yankee farmboy said.  
He chewed his cud for a minute.  “I’m sorry, buddy.  No offense 
meant.” 
 From that day on I was safe.  Everyone on the floor knew 
that George liked Art and they had better not fuck with him.  
Not that I became Mr. Popularity, but I was left in peace for 
the rest of the nine weeks.  I would encounter anti-Semitism 
later when aboard ship, but for the present I was cool. 
 I began this Dante-like journey into the boot camp Inferno 
carrying 193 pounds of suet and flab.  Nine weeks later, I 
weighed 168 pounds, not an ounce of which was body fat.  I say 
immodestly, but truly, the Navy had produced a magnificent 
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specimen of manhood.  I was no more a fighting machine than when 
I started but I sure looked the part.  Graduation consisted of 
one last round of the obstacle course, designed by the Marquis 
de Sade.  For the occasion, we were ordered to wear shining, 
immaculate dress whites and were delighted to find out that the 
Mud Pit, which on the previous round we had all leaped over 
handily, had been widened and deepened enough to be a challenge 
for Superman.  Every single boot landed in the pit.  The laundry 
room was busy far into the night.   
 All the hours of boot camp hardships felt well spent when I 
stepped off the train in Penn Station where Sydell waited for 
me.  I had said nothing about my new, slim shape and had told 
her that the Navy dentist had pulled all my teeth.  Now, to this 
day she swears it isn’t true, but I know she experienced 
something approaching an orgasm when she saw me.  Any recruiting 
petty officer would have been happy to show the pictures of me 
that we still have in an old hat box in the garage.   
 We had ten wonderful days together during which I was best 
man at my brother’s wedding when his bride became the first 
Sydelle Harris, who was known as Sydelle with the “E” to 
distinguish her from my future wife.  Jerry and I were both in 
uniform and that may have been the catalyst that changed my 
status from “little brother” to brother.  From that day on Jerry 
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treated me as an equal and our relationship became solid and 
warm until the day he died many years later.  The best word to 
describe his Sydelle was ripe.  She was, and is, a beautiful 
redhead and, from the time she showed up at my home for dinner,   
the object of my teenage fantasies.  When Mom invited her to 
dinner while Jerry was away, I was always there.  I wouldn’t 
have missed it for the world.   
 I saw my Sydell every other weekend for the next three      
months while I stayed on at Sampson to attend Radioman School.  
Long distance voice transmission did not exist at the time so I 
had to learn to interpret Morse code and type whatever messages 
were sent.  Some messages of no military importance were in 
English but most of the transmissions were sent in scrambled 
letters and numbers in groups of five.  These were then decoded 
and acted upon by the responsible officers.  Decoding was not 
part of my job, which was simply to sit at the typewriter with 
the cans (earphones) on my ears for hours at a time.  
Occasionally, the message called for a response on my part and I 
tapped out a reply on my transmission key.  Those hours have a 
lot to do with the fact that I wear hearing aids today, and the 
reason I do not rent those gizmos to watch TV on planes or own 
any appliance that is used by plugging up my ears. 
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 We got liberty (days off) every weekend if our barracks 
passed inspection. If you think that your home is immaculate, 
try a little experiment.  Buy a pair of white cotton gloves and 
go around touching all the moldings, picture frames, blinds and 
anything else that might hold dust.  The gloves won’t stay white 
very long.  But the gloves worn by the inspecting officer did 
stay white during inspection of our barracks.  Corners of the 
floor were scrubbed with tooth brushes and the bathroom 
fixtures, which were brass, of course, shone like gold in a 
jeweler’s showcase.         
 Short, overnight liberties at nearby towns and cities like 
Geneva and Syracuse were often spent at bars or the USO, an 
organization supported by local families that offered a place to 
hang out and dance.  These alternated with full weekends when I 
would climb on the Lehigh Valley Railroad for the trip to Penn 
Station, Sydell and my family.  The trip seems comical now but 
was another Navy way of saying, “Gotcha!”  First of all, the 
engine burned coal and dispensed soot-laden smoke.  Secondly, 
the train was not air-conditioned and you had to open windows to 
breathe.  Third of all, we were required to wear dress whites to 
get on and off the train.  This meant changing to dungarees 
(jeans) as soon as you got on the train and changing back to 
whites before you got off.  If you didn’t change, the whites 
would have been black from soot before we reached New York City. 
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When we reached Penn Station there was a rush to restrooms that 
provided space to clean up as best we could.     
 Sydell’s prom was a far different story than mine.  We were 
in love, and I was in uniform, attending Radio School at 
Sampson, N.Y. with boot camp behind me.  Two years had passed 
since my own prom and, being in a relationship, I was in a far 
better place from which to enjoy the occasion.  I was lucky 
enough to get liberty on that weekend, and we were with two 
other couples; Gloria and Al and Fran and Lou.  Both of these 
pairs would marry later.  All the men were in uniform so none of 
us had to rent tuxedos; I was in my Navy dress blues, Al in 
Marine green and Lou in Army drab. We had an extravagant and 
great time at the Latin Quarter, a big, noisy night club in 
Manhattan.  It cost far too much but the ambience produced 
fabulous chemistry.  I don’t remember who the star act was and 
he probably didn’t earn the applause we gave him, but we had a 
lot to laugh about; we were young, we were beautiful, we were in 
love and we were in the moment.        
 We had to be because we knew that most of the moments to 
come would be spent apart since all the guys were headed out to 
one theatre of operations or another.  I did not miss a single 
opportunity to make the trip to New York when I could even 
though I stayed with my family and Sydell stayed with hers.  The 
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hours in between were heaven to the two youngsters in love and 
facing a long separation once radio school was completed.  
 “Sydell, we can do this now.  We can get married and have 
these weekends together.  You know--TOGETHER!” 
 We could have taped the entire dialogue and saved the 
effort of saying it every time.  I never stopped proposing and 
she never stopped saying we would have to wait. 
 “Arty (Yes, that is the name I answered to in those days, 
used now only by my daughter when she is being playful), you 
know it doesn’t make sense to get married now.  We’re too young. 
I do love you but let’s see how things are when you come home 
for good.” 
 “Okay, but will you at least sleep with me now?” I pleaded. 
 “No, dear,” she said simply. 
 “But,” I said. 
 “No, darling,” she said.    
 End of tape. 
 Few young women were college bound.  Most had trained for 
clerical jobs and would have no trouble getting one since there 
was an ongoing manpower shortage.  Sydell’s first position was 
with a small furrier where she combined her shorthand skills 
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with modeling coats for prospective buyers.  We can only 
speculate that she was hired as much for her appearance as for 
her typing speed.  At age 18, she was a knockout and we have the 
pictures to prove it.  She told me later that she had to be fast 
on her feet when male buyers invariably wanted to stroke the 
furs.   
That job and others to follow were a sheer waste of her 
talent.  Richard in painting and Karen in design certainly have 
inherited the creativity first evidenced in sketches and sewing 
begun at an early age.  Her dream was to attend the Fashion 
Institute, still an outstanding school in the fashion field, but 
she, like me, wasn’t ready to pay the price of financial 
sacrifice in order to achieve her goals. 
There was plenty of what we called, “Heavy petting,” and we 
were totally into each other, but rules were rules.  In the 
light of what we know today it seems foolish for two young 
animals to deprive themselves of the natural act of sexual 
intercourse but, on the other hand, we are enjoying our sixty-
second year of marriage after literally thousands of sexual 
encounters, so who knows which is right?  It’s a case of 
individual choice and, for us, Sydell was the individual who 
made the choice. 
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 Meantime, our troops, commanded by Eisenhower at 
headquarters and Patton leading his tanks, were winding down the 
war in Europe.  Italy was finished and the combined powers of 
America, England, France and Russia were marching on Berlin. The 
focus was on Japan and the war in the Pacific.  Gasoline, shoes, 
butter, meat and sugar were still rationed but now, with 
patriotic fervor diluted by optimism, people were starting to 
look for ways around the rules.  The fact that kids were still 
dying on foreign soil did not dampen some people’s ardor in 
scheming to get an extra pound of coffee.  
 A case in point was my Uncle Mac.  This, bald, pot-bellied 
but extremely smart man was married to my Aunt Gert, the most 
beautiful woman I have ever known.  She was childless, and, in a 
time when most women her age were married with kids and swamped 
in domesticity, Gert drove too fast, played a masterful game of 
bridge and had a low handicap on the golf course.  I was her pet 
as a child.  She spoiled me and bought me great gifts, such as  
a red fire engine with detachable yellow ladders on each side, 
which I pedaled around our suburban block in Port Chester when I 
was four years old.   
Gert was the only girl in her family, with three, six-foot 
brothers. She was tall for her time and never wore high heels 
because her rotund husband was shorter. She wore her hair 
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cropped short in a mannish cut that, combined with her lovely 
face and flawless complexion, caused her to stand out in any 
crowd.  I suspect that my mother was jealous of her although we 
never discussed it and Mom’s sour feelings were never manifested 
beyond an occasional, muttered, “Princess,” when the subject of 
Gert was raised. 
Gert’s death, many years later after Sydell and I were 
married and our children born for her to spoil as she had 
spoiled me, was a terrible shock.  Sydell and I went to visit 
her at the Bronx Hospital where she had been taken after a 
supposedly mild heart attack.  We carried a modest flower 
arrangement and were wearing our best smiles when we pushed open 
the door to her room. 
It was chaos!  My beautiful Aunt was on the floor next to 
her bed with a stat team bustling around her.  We were pushed 
out of the room but not before seeing her lifeless face, its 
normal color replaced by an ashen gray.  It was the most 
traumatic moment in my life up to that point. Her death affected 
me more deeply than the passing of my parents or intimate 
friends.  It would not be equaled until we visited my brother in 
ICU two days before his death from pneumonia many years later.   
 With all her beauty and worldliness, Gert was a feminist’s 
nightmare.  She made every possible concession to her husband 
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just for the sake of a meal ticket.  Mac’s biggest boast in life 
was that he had never drawn a pay check.  My first (and only) 
memory of Mac at work was when he owned a speakeasy.  I can 
clearly recall the bar, the tables and the chute down which 
bottles went in case of a raid by the police.  In wartime, Mac 
devoted his efforts to the Black Market.  Their apartment became 
a storehouse for canned goods, nylons and anything else that 
would sell for an illegal profit.       
 In the years between the speakeasy and the black market, 
Mac opened a real estate office that he seldom visited, spending 
most of his time at a bridge club on the Grand Concourse in The 
Bronx where he made his income.  The man was brilliant but bent.  
Shortly before he died, he officially became an employee on Wall 
Street as an investment advisor.  He did this so that he could 
make deposits to Social Security with the aim of collecting more 
than he put in.  I don’t think he lived long enough for it to 
pay off.  Gert lived in their apartment after his death and was 
never pressed for money.  Mac had provided income only for her 
because he left his estate to his siblings and their children.  
Gert would leave some tuition money for our kids and her 
flawless engagement ring to Sydell to compensate for the one I 
never bought.  I inherited Mac’s canary diamond stick pin which 
Sydell converted to a lovely ring.  Whenever we have dinner 
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guests and for Passover and the High Holidays Gert is with us as 
we sit at our table set with valuable china she left to us. 
 If my Aunt Gert was a young woman today, there would be no 
limit to what she might accomplish. Beautiful, smart, 
articulate, if she was set loose to work in the freedom that 
women enjoy in all professions there is no question that she 
would rise to the top of the heap.  Since a wondrous event like 
this is unlikely to occur, we’ll have to be content with the 
memory of my beloved Gert. 
 My time to leave the States finally came around.  Between 
boot camp, radio school and languishing in Newport, Rhode 
Island, waiting for assignment to a ship or station, I had 
already spent a year in uniform and had no action to show for 
it.  Newport had been an exceptional drag because I had only two 
chances to get to New York and many of those hours were consumed 
hitchhiking to the Big Apple and back.  I usually had a buddy to 
keep me company and, by and large, drivers were kind and happy 
to help kids in uniform.  I guess the present-day dangers and 
laws existed then, too, but they rarely presented any problems.  
Patriotism and support for men in uniform ruled the day, whether 
it was helping with a ride or picking up the tab for a round in 
a bar, there always seemed to be a civilian eager to help out. 
The “Twenty-one dollars a day, once a month,” that was paid to 
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service men at the beginning of the war had been increased to 
around forty or fifty dollars a month by then, but money was 
tough to come by and hitchhiking was the only alternative when 
love beckoned.   
 My name was finally posted on the board!  I was to go to 
Norfolk, Virginia, where I would report to my ship, the U.S.S. 
Hooper Island, a Liberty Ship converted to a repair ship.  A 
Liberty ship was a flat-bottomed cargo ship, hundreds of which 
were turned out by Henry Kaiser to supply the needs of our 
troops overseas.  Using a new technique, in which tremendous 
sheets of welded steel were held together by a broad riveted 
band, this floating bathtub was originally supposed to have 
twenty-seven merchant mariners as crew.  The Navy, in its 
infinite wisdom, packed 200 crew members and 250 repair 
specialists into this hull, closely resembling the slave ships 
of old. 
 The only way you can fit that many grown men into such a 
small space is to use the parking deck concept and stack them.  
A bunk was a piece of canvas, stretched and tied to a metal 
frame that could be tilted up and flat to provide more walking 
space during waking hours.  A luxurious, inch-and-one-half thick 
mattress covered the canvas, thus thwarting the blossoming of 
bed sores. These bunks were stacked four high, accessed by 
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simply stepping on one or more bunks to get to the upper levels.  
Flatulence was simply an audible, olfactory constant that went 
unnoticed after the first week.   
 The toilet, or head, was a long metal trough with strips of 
wood fastened across it through which sea water flowed 
constantly as we sat companionably side by side while we 
relieved ourselves.  No U.S. prison would be allowed to harbor 
this kind of latrine.  Communal showers were sea water, of 
course, so you never quite got rid of that sticky salt coating 
on your skin unless you were lucky enough to be off watch during 
the half-hour each day when fresh water was available. 
 Food was always plentiful and hot, served on compartmented 
metal trays as you moved down the chow line.  The only choices 
were to eat what was put on your tray or go hungry.  There was 
always enough and you could go back for seconds if you wished.  
Colorful terms like, “Shit on a shingle,” (creamed chipped beef 
on toast) or “Horse cock,” (the cold cuts we got every Sunday 
night), were used to describe the culinary delights.    
The ARG 17, U.S.S. Hooper Island was brand new and was to 
be commissioned after a shakedown cruise for service in the 
Pacific Theatre of Operations or PTO. Its first stop, after 
completing its maiden voyage, or shakedown was Baltimore, 
Maryland.  I called Sydell and begged, pleaded and cajoled until 
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she agreed to come there for a weekend.  It was wonderful--a 
farce, a disaster, an emotional gauntlet that only two innocents 
of the time could experience.  It was a tribute to their mother-
daughter relationship that Rose trusted Sydell to take the train 
to Baltimore, a strange city, to spend time with me.  Perhaps it 
would not have happened in ordinary times, but the war loosened 
protocol for everyone.  
 Sydell would have no part of sharing a room with me and 
money was scarce, so we settled for a room for her at the YWCA.  
Food was the least expensive we could find, except for one nice 
dinner at a seafood restaurant where we sampled the local 
delicacy of crabs, complete with paper covering the table and 
wooden mallets to break the shells.  Then we walked.  And we 
walked.  And we walked.  Our first evening together we walked 
until nature called us both and we hunted for a place for 
relief. 
“Arty, I have to pee,” Sydell said. 
“Honey, I really have to go,” Sydell pleaded. 
“Darling, I’m going to wet my pants,” Sydell whined.   
We didn’t have the nerve to walk into a hotel and finally, 
in desperation resorted to a disreputable looking gas station.  
Looking back, I think I must have been relieved to drop her at 
33 
 
the YWCA, if only because I didn’t have to listen to her 
complain.  Love is grand, but after all!  The next day was no 
better and now I think we said our last goodbye before a long 
separation feeling relieved that the weekend was over.  She went 
back to the Bronx and I went back to my ride to the Pacific.  
Two young people today would have spent the two days in a nice, 
comfortable hotel room with a break at McDonald’s if they 
couldn’t afford room service.   
 My first big event on board was a meeting in the radio 
shack with the Chief Petty Officer in charge.  Jack Boyd was as 
salty as they come.  Probably in his late twenties, the late 
stages of maturity to me, he made John Wayne’s swagger look like 
that of a ballet dancer.  Slim, blonde, a little over six feet 
tall, with a perpetual cigarette dangling lit or unlit from the 
corner of his mouth, his khaki chief’s hat properly crushed and 
perched on the back of his head, and a bunch of keys that would 
be a burden for a small boy to carry latched to his belt loop, 
he held forth. 
 “My name is Jack Boyd and what I say goes.  If anybody 
doesn’t like what I say I will meet you on the fantail and stomp 
your ass into the deck. I want a fresh pot of coffee on the hot 
plate at all times.”  He walked out. 
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 Vince Scully, a Radioman Second Class from Boston, 
subsequently acquainted everyone with their duties, set up 
watches and ran the operation.  We saw Jack Boyd occasionally 
when he wanted a cup of coffee.  The man somehow managed to have 
hangovers in the middle of the Pacific.  Common wisdom has it 
that the CPOs and the Warrant Officers really run the Navy while 
the officers provide decoration.  That may or may not be true, 
but, from my viewpoint, nobody ran the Navy; it was simply a 
living organism that thrived in order to house and feed a 
million or so sailors. 
 I was appointed the Jewish pariah.  With the exception of 
Vince and Steve, a gentle, brainy guy from Plainfield, New 
Jersey, the young pack of Midwestern coyotes that made up the 
rest of the radio crew made it crystal clear that they wanted no 
part of any New Yorker or Jew and certainly not someone who was 
both.  I found a few people from other specialties to go ashore 
and drink beer with, but my main company for the next nine 
months was a kitten that stayed curled on my lap during my 
watches. 
      *** 
 The most significant event, one that would affect the rest 
of my life, occurred on Yom Kippur Eve.  The public address 
system announced that religious services for Jewish personnel 
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would be held in the infirmary at sundown.  ATTENDANCE IS 
MANDATORY!  There wasn’t a rabbi on board so a pharmacist’s mate 
officiated for this Day of Atonement.  Now, other than for my 
Bar Mitzvah, I never went to temple.  I put in an appearance at 
my grandfather’s shul every year for Yom Kippur but, since the 
congregation was orthodox and everything was said in Hebrew, I 
hadn’t any idea what was being said.  On Yom kippur, the Day of 
Atonement, a good Jew apologizes for all the sins he has 
committed during the year and the list is not only long but 
applies to everyone present; sort of a one size fits all.  I sat 
through the entire ceremony, having no choice in the matter, 
since the powers that be said it was mandatory, but I could not 
digest the contents of this ancient ritual.  I hadn’t committed 
all those transgressions and I wasn’t about to take on all this 
shame and blame. 
 It was as if I had an epiphany in reverse.  Unlike most of 
the religious experiences I have read or heard about, when  
people experience a moment that opens their lives to faith, that 
moment in the infirmary of a Navy ship removed religion and 
faith from mine.  I say this without pride or shame and with an 
envy of people who find solace and comfort in their beliefs.  
Sydell and my children voice their belief and I do or say 
nothing to discourage them.  At the same time, although I think 
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they secretly believe that really, honestly, actually, their 
husband and father is a believer, they leave me to my own 
devices.  
 Religion did not play a significant part in my childhood.  
My father, possibly in the spirit of rebellion, wanted no part 
of the orthodox faith in which he had been raised.  He remained 
a good son but set foot in a shul, temple or synagogue only to 
placate his father on High Holy Days. His father, my 
grandfather, that wonderful old guy, was the same man who 
disowned my father’s oldest brother, a man I never met, because 
he married outside the faith.  He literally tore his jacket and 
said Kaddish, The Prayer for the Dead, and never spoke to his 
son again.  In spite of that inhuman act, his other children 
supported and nurtured him.  If my son committed murder I might 
turn him in but I would be at the prison every visiting day.  
 My mother, while professing to have a belief in God and 
lighting candles on Friday, gave a token nod to Christian 
Science because her older sister, Daisy, believed in it 
devoutly.  That is, until she became seriously ill and quickly 
conceded that a doctor was a good idea.  My older brother stood 
his ground and refused to be a Bar Mitzvah boy.  Intellectually, 
I understand that this background has something to do with the 
fact that I am an atheist.  Viscerally, I feel sure that I came 
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to this conclusion on my own and as a result of witnessing so 
much bad stuff in the world.   
  Following that, I turned my back on faith in anything 
other than myself and those I trust.  I envy those who find 
comfort and relief while entrusting their lives to a higher 
force.  Conversely, I feel nothing but disdain for those who go 
to a house of worship on a regular basis and ignore the Golden 
Rule by lying and cheating in their personal and business lives 
on every day but the Sabbath. 
     ***   
 A memorable and totally different experience than my 
epiphany in reverse occurred during my transit from the Atlantic 
to the Pacific via the Panama Canal.  We swam in clear, warm 
water on the beach while we made our way through a brown paper 
bag filled with marijuana bought from a native peddler.  
“Sailor want to buy good smoke?”  The twelve year old boy, 
in ragged cut-downs and shirt asked. 
“How much?”  Three of us chorused. 
“One dollar for whole bag,” was the delightful answer. 
It was my first experience with smoking cannabis and I 
enjoyed every puff after the first one, which produced a 
38 
 
paroxysm of coughing cured only by the next puff.  A dozen of us 
shared a small portion and threw the rest away because we didn’t 
dare risk bringing weed back on board the ship.  For the rest of 
the stay in that port, we contented ourselves with Rum and Coke, 
the drink of the day and priced at twenty-five cents a glass.   
Most notable of all, I lost my virginity in one of the 
government-sanctioned brothels in Colon, the closest town to 
Coco Solo, the naval base where we anchored and which was closed 
in 1960. Colon today is a town to which only the most 
venturesome of tourists travel, favoring the safer environment 
of Panama City.  When I was there it was mainly a collection of 
bars and brothels and probably hasn’t changed much since. 
  Picture a wooden frame building, three stories high with 
sailors and marines lined up at the front door.  Once inside, 
after paying my five dollars, I found myself in a room with a 
dozen scantily dressed women seated along one wall awaiting my 
choice, which had to be made in 30 seconds or be told to move 
on.  All I remember about my choice is that she was small, 
efficient, and in a hurry to get to the next sailor.  She led me 
to a room just big enough to house a bed and a small table that 
held a pitcher and a basin of water which she used to give us 
both a fast rinse after checking me to see I was STD free. 
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 Whatever occurred lasted only a few minutes and I was led 
back to the reception room where a Shore Patrol sailor gave me 
directions to the prophylactic station; the final stop in this 
humiliating rite of passage. The directed, self-administered 
treatment was more involved and took longer to complete than the 
event that preceded it.  I did not consider myself unfaithful as 
much as degraded.  This sordid episode certainly had nothing to 
do with Sydell, or home, and was devoid of meaning.  That being 
said, I confess that, the next day, when I told Vince about it 
with some embellishment, I did feel sort of macho about the 
whole affair.          
 After I had a little time to reflect, I felt guilty as hell 
about my infidelity and experienced the tortures of the damned 
as I thought about the chance that Sydell might be unfaithful in 
turn. I was able to deal with that when the reality of Sydell’s 
rules dispelled any such thoughts.  Male rationalization then 
followed to ease my pain as I reasoned that Sydell was 
responsible for my behavior because she had withheld the 
ultimate favor.  Acquittal comes easily when you are your own 
jury. 
 At any rate, the experience wasn’t repeated even though 
there were ample opportunities in Hawaii, as we made our way 
across the Pacific, and during the nine long months I was to 
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spend in Japan.  I like to think that my abstinence was due to 
my loyal and noble nature, but the truth probably lies closer to 
the fact that I came away without an STD and I decided not to 
push my luck. 
 Part of my job as radioman was to inform the bridge, the 
command post from which the ship was steered and controlled, of 
any impending danger. After we left Pearl Harbor in the fall of 
1945, and were making headway across the Pacific, there were 
warnings of an extremely forceful hurricane heading for Okinawa, 
and directly in our path.  Now, the Navy was digging pretty deep 
into its manpower bag by that time and our captain, who wasn’t 
the sharpest knife in the drawer, had not commanded anything 
larger than a desk prior to having been given our ship and was 
regular Navy.  Our executive officer, a really smart, nice guy 
had excelled in his last job as vice president of a firm in the 
garment district of New York.   
 When I delivered my missile of impending danger to the 
captain, he said, and I quote, “Harumph.  We are definitely in a 
precarious position,” and promptly left to go to his stateroom 
for whatever comfort and safety it offered, leaving the ship in 
the hands of his landlubber second-in-command.  Fortunately, we 
experienced only slightly rough seas as the hurricane went on 
its destructive but, conveniently for us, slightly altered path. 
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 Our floating repair shop dropped anchor in Sasebo harbor 
off the island of Kyushu in Japan and swung around it with the 
changing tides for the rest of my service time.  As far as I 
know, it may still be anchored there but I graced it with my 
presence only for nine months until early May of 1946, when I 
had accumulated enough points for discharge and was given 
transportation to the U.S. on the smallest class of seagoing tug 
boat the Navy owned.  The ATF 14 was 140 feet from bow to 
fantail and capable of 10 knots per hour at full speed ahead. 
 Before discharge time came, life was an unending string of 
watches, copying code that conveyed messages to a destroyer in 
the north Atlantic or an aircraft carrier in the south Pacific 
and of no interest to us, even if we knew what the code was 
saying.  This routine was interrupted by four-hour excursions 
into Sasebo, a hastily erected wooden, Western-style movie set 
on a site that had been leveled by our bombers.  We were grinned 
at by the citizenry; their preferred method of hiding their 
thoughts, or scowled at by the occasional unemployed Kamikaze 
pilot in leather boots and bomber jacket who would have much 
preferred to blow us away if he could.  Being young and stupid, 
I avoided any of the food that is presently sold for outrageous 
prices in popular Sushi restaurants today.  That left shopping 
for souvenirs and drinking Sake for which we paid with 
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cigarettes and chocolate, the unofficial black market currency.  
In the back of a drawer in my garage there is a rusted, dull 
bayonet that one day topped the rifle of a Japanese infantryman.  
It could hurt someone only if you hit him on the head with it.  
 After a few of these fruitless excursions, I gave up being 
a tourist for the one other shore activity offered to us—the 
recreation area!!!  
This charming resort, dedicated to our intrepid occupation 
forces, consisted of about four fenced-in acres behind the beach 
on which stood a sheltered space without walls with a roof 
supported by wooden columns and rows of picnic tables with 
benches.  Frank Lloyd Wright had nothing to do with this 
architectural wonder.  The ration for this three-hour rendezvous 
in paradise was three cans of beer, but that was easily 
supplemented by chits from sailors who didn’t drink.  My 
standard mission was to down twelve cans in the allotted time.  
Well, ten plus two I smuggled back aboard when I wore a pea coat 
and had a place to hide them.  Other, more ambitious crew 
members played softball and volley ball.  The ride back to the 
ship in the lifeboat was painless and the climb up the ladder to 
the ship’s deck would have rivaled the antics in a Marx Brothers 
film.   
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 War movies and musicals were flashed on a screen rigged on 
the deck three nights a week.  The same movie was shown all 
three nights so that rotating watches could see it.  Repair crew 
members could pick their night.  An occasional shot fired by 
some sniper still hiding in the hills blended right in with the 
war sequences.  Nobody was ever hit so we didn’t pay any 
attention to this last, futile gesture of hostility. 
 If you lost track of which day of the week you were in, the 
menu in the mess hall brought you right back.   Powdered eggs,  
the aforementioned S.O.S, French toast and oatmeal came on the 
same mornings every week.  You knew there would be bologna for 
dinner on Sunday and fried fish was a sure thing for Friday 
lunch followed by pasta for dinner.  The ubiquitous coffee was 
available at every meal, but I usually passed it up because the 
coffee we brewed in the radio shack was much better than the mud 
that came out of a giant urn.  Between the beer, the carbs and 
sitting at a typewriter for four hours at a time, it was a 
wonder I didn’t gain fifty pounds, but the metabolism of youth 
kept me in reasonable shape. 
 Officially, I was in Navy uniform, serving on a U.S. Navy 
ship, performing, or at least, assisting the performance of a 
useful function in the service of my country.  Unofficially, I 
felt more like supercargo, along for a free, if bumpy ride and 
44 
 
not doing much of anything for anybody.  Supporting the latter 
theory was the fact that this ship whose crew numbered 27 when 
manned by a civilian crew, required 200 sailors to get from one 
day and one port to the next. 
  
















      THE DUNGAREE NAVY 
“How many points do you have?” Ronnie asked. 
 “Not enough,” I replied glumly. 
 It was the main if not the only topic of discussion once it 
was announced that an honorable discharge from the Navy would be 
based on the number of months served, marital status, service 
record, whether you kept your socks up.  The last one may have 
been devised by me, but, as with everything else, the Navy 
managed to make the formula complicated enough so that you 
couldn’t pin them down to a definite date.  I visualized my 
required point total coming when I would be grey and infirm, so 
when the chance came to take a job on a tugboat headed for the 
States, I jumped at it. 
A lot of pleasure yachts are bigger than the ATF 10.  It was too 
small to be given a name, so the Navy settled for a number to 
designate its tiniest, seagoing tug.  At 140 feet it wasn’t much 
longer than the little boats seen nudging big liners into place 
at a dock in a big city harbor.  A crew of twenty was more than 
enough to handle it and any tow it took on.  All I knew was that 
it was small enough to give me the first and only case of 
seasickness in my life as soon as we left the calm of Sasebo 
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Harbor and reached open water.  I couldn’t assume the classic 
position draped over a rail because I was on watch until we were 
safely underway, so I got a bucket from a seaman and kept it 
handy as I surrendered my breakfast and lunch.  There I sat, 
typing and puking as we made our way out to open seas.  
 Since that day, I have never poked fun at a green-
complexioned fellow passenger on any boat, large or small.  In 
more recent times, on modern pleasure cruises, Sydell is a good 
sailor, too, experiencing only minor queasiness once in a while.  
Of course, she hasn’t tried a seagoing tug in choppy waters, a 
more difficult test than a floating hotel.  
 I had a bunk in the radio shack, one deck up from the main 
deck, which was only a couple of feet higher than the water 
around us and housed the mess hall, kitchen, and head with 
showers for the crew.  Sleeping quarters for the four officers 
and fifteen crew members were below decks.  One day, while I was 
seated on a toilet in the head, reading a magazine, a flying 
fish came through the porthole I was facing and landed in my 
lap.  Needless to say, after leaping to my feet, I beat a hasty 
retreat.  I still don’t know what happened to the fish after my 
speedy exit from the head.  During later visits, I made sure 
that the porthole glass was secured when I sat down.   
 Drinking water was rationed from day one because the 
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storage tank was so small.  Space aboard our small craft was 
allotted according to a needs priority and crew comfort was not 
high on the list.  All showers were taken with sea water and, if 
you have never experienced that wonderful, sticky feeling after 
a shower, you’re just a civilian.   It was a scene straight out 
of a musical comedy when it rained and we all ran nude to the 
deck where we soaped ourselves down.  That sweet rain water made 
the best shower I have ever had.  Two clean oil drums were our 
version of rain barrels and stored drinking water for all. 
The cook was an old regular Navy hand and spent more time 
playing poker than at the stove.  He doubled as baker and turned 
out bread that was edible after you picked out the dark lumps 
that weren’t raisins.  The rest of the food would have triggered 
a riot in Leavenworth, a hunger strike at Attica or just plain 
mutiny on any ship that wasn’t headed home to loved ones.  
Moonlit nights were magic for me as I found my way to the 
flat place at the back of the boat called the fantail and gazed 
at the phosphorescent wake churned by the propellers.  Over the 
years, I have had occasion to be in open country in total 
darkness but I have never seen a star-filled sky to match the 
one over the Pacific.  Other than my first nauseous day out of 
Japan, the ocean was like a sheet of glass all the way across to 
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the States, unlike the Atlantic Ocean where I sailed in many 
rough seas later on.   
 Since I was the only radioman aboard this splendid vessel, 
in addition to copying weather reports and various bulletins, I 
was in charge of playing music on the public address system. I 
had an enormous record library from which to choose; two dozen 
78 RPM records.   For my daily opening and closing theme, I 
chose Jo Stafford, a star vocalist of the Big Band days and a 
big favorite of mine to this day, singing, Let’s Take the Long 
Way Home.  The irony of the title was a big hit with the Asiatic 
crew.  “Asiatic,” had nothing to do with place of birth or 
ethnicity of parents, but referred to anyone who had been in the 
dungaree Navy long enough to lose touch with the real world.    
 Our long way home was the ten weeks it took to cross the 
Pacific.  The reason for the modern day Odyssey was a huge 
section of battleship dry dock that we latched on to at Manus 
Island, just northeast of New Guinea and about five days out of 
Sasebo Harbor.  The dry dock segment was big enough to dwarf our 
boat and cube-shaped so that it presented a broad, flat surface 
to the water instead of a bow to cut through it.  All this meant 
a constant speed of two and a half knots or slightly less than 
three miles per hour.        
 Uniform of the day was dungarees cut down to mid-thigh 
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length and shower shoes.  A shower shoe was the ancestor of the 
flip flop of today and consisted of a slab of wood about an inch 
and a half thick shaped with a curved top to accommodate the 
foot with a two-inch-thick piece of canvas looped and nailed to 
the wood.  You couldn’t run a foot race in them, but they were 
great in the rain or when seawater washed over the sides.  We 
rarely wore a shirt or jacket of any kind.  A bit of Navy 
lore…..when you were in long enough to lose all sense of 
connection with the real world it was called Going Asiatic.  
That described us aboard that seagoing tugboat.  Navy dress 
regulations went out the port hole.  
 I remained faithful to my task of writing letters.  Even 
though they could not be mailed for weeks at a time, it gave me 
something to do and made my thoughts of Sydell more tangible.  I 
mailed a batch at Guam where we took on food and water and I 
would send the rest from Pearl Harbor.       
All that mattered was getting that huge hunk of rust we were 
towing to Pearl Harbor, where it would stay.  The use of this 
kind of equipment is long gone with the replacement of 
battleships with their huge guns by aircraft carriers whose 
planes loaded with rockets are far more lethal. 
 I committed what would have been a Court Martial offence in 
normal times, by not standing proper watches.  We had no idea 
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that Pearl Harbor was trying to reach us to get an estimated 
time of arrival, or ETA and had us listed as missing for over a 
week.  When I finally sat down to my desk and called Pearl about 
some routine matter, I was told that they had been about to send 
out search parties to find us.  Thankfully, they already 
considered me a civilian and didn’t take any disciplinary 
action.  Overall, I was the saddest excuse for a radioman the 
Navy had ever trained.   
 When we reached Pearl Harbor with our huge hunk of rusted 
steel in tow, we couldn’t dock until we got unhitched so the 
captain sent me and the signalman ashore to get movies to 
replace the ones we had seen a dozen times.  There happened to 
be a package store two doors away from our destination. 
“Steve,” I said to my shipmate and companion on this 
errand, “Why don’t I pick up some supplies while you get the 
movies?” 
“Good idea, Art,” he said.  “Make mine a pint of Four 
Roses.” 
I bought myself a pint of Southern Comfort which I hid and 
proceeded to consume when back in the privacy of the radio 
shack.  It was the second time that trip I needed a bucket.  It 
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was not the first or last time I have drunk myself sick but it 
sure was the most memorable.  
Drinking and I have had a long, mostly friendly 
relationship.   
“If it wasn’t for me, you would have been dead in a gutter 
a long time ago,” Sydell has said more than once. 
It is certainly true that, according to the CDC definition 
of binge drinking, I have done a lot of it in my day.  That 
worthy bastion of health bureaucracy says that, for a man, five 
drinks in the space of two hours meets that criterion.  In pre-
marriage days, that would just be an aperitif.  Many decades 
later, my self-imposed ration is one (large) drink with dinner.  
It can be any type of alcohol that comes to hand but never 
Southern Comfort.  Sydell’s usual choice is a glass of red wine.   
   We left the tugboat at Treasure Island, a naval base 
outside of San Francisco for the first step on the road to 
becoming a civilian.  From there I was put on a railroad cattle 
car, as we used to call those freight cars fitted out for troop 
transport with bunks stacked to the roof.  It took several days 
to cross our magnificent country, living on sandwiches of 
bologna or ham on white bread wrapped in wax paper with an 
occasional orange or apple thrown in.   
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“Where the f--- are we?” 
“When the f--- are we going to get there?” 
“Is that the same f------ horse cock again?’ 
If that good Anglo-Saxon, all-purpose word was removed from 
the language, sailors would have to resort to sign language, and 
that wouldn’t be very pretty.  We scrounged other scraps of food 
when the train stopped but, for the most part, it kept on 
rolling until we reached Grand Central Station in New York.  
From there we went to Lido Beach in the township of Hempstead on 
Long Island for official discharge.  The paper work went 
smoothly and, within twenty-four hours, I was a civilian once 
more with no thoughts beyond seeing Sydell.  
 Since my folks had moved to Florida in my absence, I was 
delighted that I did not have to make a choice of who to see 
first and headed like a homing pigeon for Rockaway Beach where 
Sydell, her mother and sister Shirley were spending the summer, 
commuting to their jobs in the city.  Sydell’s oldest sister, 
Helen, had married and was living with her husband in Rose’s 
apartment in The Bronx for the summer months, after which they 
moved to a Quonset hut in Queens where their first daughter, 
Bonnie, was born. 
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I would have called her every hour from Lido Beach but 
there was always a long line of sailors with the same idea.  
Long conversations were impossible when ten guys were fidgeting; 
eager to choke off any extra words by placing their hands around 
the caller’s neck.  
 “Honey, I’m here!” I shouted loud enough to eliminate the 
need for the phone in front of my face.   
 “You’re here?  When will I see you?  I can’t wait!” she 
shouted back. 
 It was a scene taken from any love story just before the 
happy ending when the couple walks off together into the sunset.   
Sydell knew when I was coming and watched for me from the 
landing of an outside wooden stairway that led to the second 
floor studio where they were staying.  She flew down the stairs, 
dressed in navy blue shorts with suspenders over a white blouse 
as I made my way with duffel bag slung over my shoulder from the 
street down the alley to the stairway.  I dropped the duffel and 
picked her up, as I often did when seizing any opportunity to be 
macho.  I can still feel how weightless she seemed with her body 
pressed against me as tightly as I could hug.  We cried, laughed 
and both talked nonsense at the same time as we came together 
after more than a year apart.  Little did we dream of the long, 
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sometimes rocky path ahead of us before we would finally spend 
the rest of our lives together. 
 Ten days flew by before I felt obligated to join my folks 
in Florida and I left with Sydell’s promise to follow for a 
short vacation.  The days were largely replays of the time 
before I left for the Pacific, with me asking and Sydell 
refusing.  We had only two weekends because she had to work at 
her secretarial position with Burlington Industries in New 
York’s Garment District.  She was all freckles and blue eyes and 
lovely.  We had some fun but there was an underlying threat of 
separation and the unknown future.  I slept on the couch of the 
tiny apartment on Webster Avenue where she lived with Rose and 
Shirley.  My days, while she was at work, were spent in local 
bars downing beers bought by grateful civilians.  Sydell agreed 
to a short vacation with me in Miami to take place shortly after 
I left.   
My parents, along with tens of thousands of Jewish couples 
their age, were living in Miami Beach.  They lived about three 
blocks away from the beach in a building that housed only small 
studio apartments.  Each studio was one room that held a bed, a 
kitchen hidden by a venetian blind along one wall, a couch and a 
small table with wooden chairs and a tiny bathroom.  Pop was 
still working for A.S. Beck but had accepted a demotion from 
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store manager to salesman in order to move to the Sun Belt.  He 
had been suffering from pain in his upper back and neck for some 
time and his doctor prescribed Florida sunshine. 
They looked great, both of them being sun freaks with 
wonderful tans, and it was obvious that their move had been the 
right one.   They had Canasta and Gin Rummy games in the lobby 
every night with their cronies except for an occasional night 
out at a nearby restaurant or cafeteria on the weekend.  
The patrons of the cafeteria on the corner of 14th Street 
and Collins Avenue provided their own floor show.  After filling 
their trays with incredibly good food at the counter, two 
couples would make their way to a strategically placed table 
that offered a clear view of the people coming through the front 
door.  No article of clothing, no style of walking, not one out-
of-place strand of hair escaped good-natured, but sometimes, 
caustic criticism.  By the time the chocolate cream pie was 
devoured, a good time was had by all.   Coffee and dessert after 
a movie was another excuse to pursue this serve-yourself 
pastime.  To assuage the guilt that accompanies the consumption 
of a thousand or more calories, a couple, if they were still 
able, would stroll on Collins Avenue, taking in the sight of 




 Mature Jews lived a simple life in South Beach, which in 
recent years has become an international hot spot for the young 
and trendy.  It was where people went to retire, Pop being the 
exception because he couldn’t afford to quit and because his 
entire raison d’etre was working.  Always the salesman, he ruled 
the men’s shoes department and made a nice living without too 
much effort or having to put up with elderly Jewish women who 
tried to cram feet, made grotesque by bunions grown over years 
of struggle, into multi-colored play shoes designed for 
tourists.   
 “I need a seven triple E,” a blue-haired crone, wearing a 
bright pink sundress would declare.  “It shouldn’t squeeze the 
pinkies,” she would say, referring to the smallest toes of her 
roughened feet.  
 The solution was always a T-strap wedgie sandal with a big, 
open toe, but even this caused her to hobble as she moved 
forward on her quest to reach the ocean.  An exceptionally wide 
model in white was the default choice in case the gaily colored 
sandals could not be stretched enough to encase her gnarled 
feet.  None of this is hearsay because I was quickly recruited 
as a part-time salesman in order to pay the rent for a room in 
the building next to my folks and I encountered the crones 
firsthand.   
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 My brother Jerry and Sydelle with the “e” lived in a tiny, 
one-bedroom apartment upstairs from my folks.  To avoid any of 
the unwritten laws proscribing nepotism, Jerry worked in the 
A.S. Beck store in Miami, commuting via jitney six days a week. 
Summers provided a respite for everyone when my folks rented a 
cabana at the Raleigh, one of the art-deco, second-tier hotels 
just north of Lincoln Road, the Rodeo Drive of Miami Beach.  
These havens for tourists in the winter months were up for grabs 
at very little cost during the summer when hotels were sparsely 
occupied.  Stretched out on either side of the swimming pool, 
these cabanas were constructed of wood with a large awning in 
front to provide a shelter from sun or rain.  The ocean, for the 
more adventurous, was just steps away and completed a lovely 
scene dotted with palm trees and beach chairs. 
 Food was provided by hotel room service and was served on a 
table under the awning.  Picnic lunches were forbidden under the 
rental terms but were smuggled in on most days to be devoured 
surreptitiously inside the cabana, hidden from hotel employees.  
Club sandwiches covered with silver domes and served by hotel 
staff were indulged in only on weekends.  Of course, the 
ubiquitous gin rummy, canasta and mah-jongg games went on all 
the time.  It was the time when Tito Puente ruled and meringue, 
rhumba, and cha-cha rhythms resounded in the pool area most of 
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the day.  During the high, winter season we would come back to 
dance on the patio and mingle with the hotel guests for the 
price of a drink.  Any dumpy Jewish matron could imagine she was 
Carmen Miranda, the Latin American song and dance movie star.  
 Starting in late fall, the three horse racing tracks, 
Gulfstream, Hialeah, and Tropical Park would open in rotation 
and my mother would go several times as the guest of her sister, 
Dorothy and brother-in-law, Leo.  They, of course, stayed at the 
Fontainbleu or Eden Roc or whatever was the newest, hottest 
hotel that year.  When they weren’t at the track; they convened 
with their bookmaker in their cabana at poolside.  Money was 
rolling in from their shoe factory, Palizzio, a national brand 
of high-end women’s shoes and they did their best to keep it 
rolling out at the same speed.  Sydell still sports one of the 
three snakeskin handbags from Dorothy that my mother passed on 
to her when it coordinates with the outfit she is wearing.   
 It was also a time when lavish gambling casinos flourished 
during the winter months to keep the high rollers entertained 
and to keep them from taking the short flight to Havana where 
their competitors held forth.  We not only didn’t have the price 
of admission but could not afford the tuxedos or white dinner 
jackets their patrons donned to match the deeply scooped, ankle-
length, formal gowns worn by the women they escorted, some of 
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whom were their wives but most of them were the age of their 
daughters who stayed home with their mothers.  A pit boss, whose 
job it was to make sure that the dealers left all the chips on 
the table, lived in my parent’s building with his wife.  He 
looked as sinister as George Raft but was a sweet man and his 
wife, Beverly, was a stunning brunette. 
 Sydell came to visit for a week shortly after I arrived and 
as I was adjusting to civilian life in that land of the locusts, 
as one author described it.  We were still in love but maybe not 
as madly.  It was not a comfortable visit because my mind was 
still somewhere in the Pacific.  It was almost as if real life 
could not approach the level of my tugboat fantasies.   We 
enjoyed the cabana at the Raleigh Hotel on Collins Drive during 
the day and we liked spending time with my brother and “e” some 
evenings, but too much of our time was wasted because I kept 
nagging her to sleep with me and she was still holding out.  Oh, 
we had our moments, but her virginity remained a citadel I 
couldn’t storm.  She stayed in a room in a building on the other 
side of the one in which my parents lived while I slept in my 
room in the third building.  I hated to see her go home to New 
York but, at the same time, I felt a lot calmer in her absence.   





      OFF AND ON AGAIN  
“Dear Sydell, 
 This will be the most difficult letter to write in my 
lifetime.  It is only fair to tell you….” 
 It was time for the Dear Jane, or breaking-off letter.  My 
short stay in New York when I was discharged and Sydell’s week 
in Florida, although an adventure for her, turned out to be a 
very dim comparison to what I had pictured all those nights 
while gazing at the wake from the fantail of the tugboat 
carrying me home.  The grand passion had a bickering component 
caused by my childishness in demanding adult sex and her 
determination not to participate.        
 I spent hours debating with myself, knowing I would not 
love anyone more than I did her, but longing to explore the 
unknown.  It was a syndrome common to returning service people 
and their significant others that was true then and is still 
happening to young people in the wake of Iraq and Afghanistan.  
Finally, I mailed the letter that said goodbye to the love I had 
cherished for a significant portion of my two decades on earth. 
 I wanted to see more of life and the world and chose to get 
an FCC radio operator’s license as my ticket to travel.  I had 
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already mastered the most difficult part, which was to copy 
Morse code, and could attend classes at the Dade County 
Technical School in Miami to learn all the regulations and the 
technology of emergency repairs.  It was a six-month course in 
beer drinking with a major in how to get a hard-boiled egg out 
of its shell without peeling it.  
 Sydell didn’t answer.  No reply from my then ex-love.  Her 
pride, a trait I admire in her to this day, wouldn’t permit her 
to reason with or even attempt to speak to me.  For all intents 
and purposes, the love that had survived for almost three years 
and a war was over.  I tortured myself with scenarios of scenes 
she must have endured with family and friends when trying to 
answer their questions.  People who thought we were a sure thing 
would now be saying, “I told you he wasn’t any good!”  I 
couldn’t disagree with that thought, but I stayed firm in my 
resolution to change my life.  
The classes needed to qualify for an FCC license were 
attended by six ex-servicemen and were taught by a droll drunk 
named Gary Wright who had sailed all over the world and was now 
married to a gorgeous older blonde with a home in Coral Gables.  
He was thoroughly likeable and knowledgeable but was far more 
interested in consuming alcoholic beverages than he was in 
imparting the information we would need to get our federal 
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licenses.  The picture of me stabbing at the ends of two wires 
while I tried to solder them together still makes me smile.  
That was a task I never mastered, winding up with big gobs of 
solder on the end of one wire while the other still floated in 
midair.  The written tests went much better, no manual dexterity 
needed for that.           
 One sordid chapter in this farce was my involvement with a 
classmate who got me a date with his wife’s friend.  After a one 
night stand in their trailer, said friend announced she was 
pregnant and I was the proud father.  In retrospect, it was a 
planned scam all the time, and I wound up five hundred dollars 
poorer after paying for what I now believe was an imaginary 
abortion.  I guess I was wiser because it never happened to me 
again, but, like most men of twenty-one, the center of my 
intelligence was located about three feet beneath my skull.  I 
completed the course, received my First Class Radio Operator’s 
License and went to New York to find a ship and adventure. 
In 1947, unions ruled the labor market and the Merchant 
Marine was no exception.  All jobs as radio officer on cargo or 
passenger ships were assigned by the Radio Officer’s Union or 
R.O.U., a division of the A.F.L.  I asked my mother’s youngest 
sister, Louise, to let me sleep on her couch while I waited for 
a berth.  I still feel guilty about emptying her bottle of 
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Harvey’s Cream Sherry with no thought of replacing it.   Louise 
was a sweet, gentle, hardworking soul who had a severe hearing 
problem and, unlike most people with that handicap, was very 
soft spoken.  She was a tiny woman with exquisite taste formed 
from living for years with the family of her sister Dorothy.  
She later married Abe, a lovely man who had retired from the 
tuxedo rental business and was never seen in public without a 
necktie and jacket.  He was her second cousin and had known her 
for years before his wife died.  The best word to describe Abe 
is courtly and, in his quiet, conservative way he loved Louise 
dearly for the fifteen years they had together before his death.      
She must have suffered the tortures of the damned when I made a 
shambles of her living room, but, she never uttered a word of 
complaint.    
 Louise lived just four short subway train stops below 
Sydell.  I argued with myself for three days before I summoned 
the courage to call my ex-love.  I knew I wasn’t going to get a 
warm reception but I hoped that she would speak to me.  It was 
more than a year since I had written that unanswered letter and, 
although friends told me she was still unattached, I knew she 
was dating one man more than others.  One must understand that 
for Sydell, in 1947, dating did not mean sleeping with.  I 
convinced myself that she would be just as stingy with sexual 
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favors with any man as she had been with me.  The phone number 
was still Fordham 5-6844 and she answered on the second ring. 
 “Hello?”  Her little girl voice flipped my stomach. 
 “Sydell, it’s Art,” I stammered with stunning wit and 
charm.  “How are you”? 
 “I can’t believe it,” she responded.  “Why are you calling 
me?” 
 Now, I wasn’t going to admit that I was lonely and 
desperate, so I professed to be concerned for her welfare and 
banal conversation continued until, finally, I asked to see her. 
 “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Sydell said.    
  I resorted to bribery and promised dinner and show tickets 
if she would see me on the following Saturday, knowing that this 
would be her idea of Cinderella at the ball.  After fifteen 
minutes of suitable groveling on my part, she gave in and didn’t 
think to ask me how I knew she was still at the same address.  
My friend, Bernie, had given me all the relevant information, of 
course. 
 We had dinner in the dining room of the now-extinct Hotel 
Victoria.  My Machiavellian instinct told me that this was above 
and beyond the scenes of her current dating.  I purchased 
tickets to Annie Get Your Gun starring Ethel Merman, a very hot 
65 
 
show on Broadway which we enjoyed immensely.  I was determined, 
especially because seeing her had generated all the loving 
feelings I once had for her, to go all out, so the next stop was   
Nick’s in Greenwich Village to listen to some jazz played as it 
should be.  By the time we were on the subway for the long ride 
to The Bronx, we were tentatively holding hands.   
 Saying good night was, “Thank you,” from Sydell and a cheek 
offered for my peck but I was content because I came away with 
an agreement from her to see me the next day, as much as I could 
hope for under the circumstances.  I was excited.  I didn’t have 
the slightest idea where I was going with this, but I did know 
that the cold ball in the pit of my stomach had melted and my 
mind was focused on Sunday as I rode back to my couch at Aunt 
Louise’s apartment. 
     ***        
  
My game plan for bridging the gap and establishing some 
sort of physical contact was to ask Sydell to file my nails as 
she used to do, for old time’s sake.  The hand holding led to 
some deep, passionate kisses and, being the guilty party, I was 
ready to forget that I ever wrote the letter that dissolved our 
relationship.  Of course, it wasn’t going to be that easy to 
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heal the wounds I had inflicted on my love.  Frightened by her 
own response to the kisses, she backpedalled furiously. 
“Art, there is no way we can simply pick up where we left 
off.  My family is convinced I’m crazy for seeing you this time.  
They insist I’ll get hurt again and they are probably right,” 
she said. 
“I understand,” I said.  “Can I write to you?  Will you see 
me when I get back in three months?” 
“If there are no more mean letters,” she smiled.  “And, 
Art, you have to understand that I am still going to date Ruby,” 
a NYPD detective she had been seeing for about six months and 
whom she liked very much. 
I had my foot in the door, as they used to say, and I was 
content to see things play out.  Mephistopheles, sitting on my 
left shoulder, whispered, “Now, get out the old typewriter and 
get to work!”  
The saying goes, “Hope springs eternal,” but I knew I had 
more than hope going for me when I said goodbye to Sydell.  We 
had traveled a long way together and, in spite of the long 
interruption caused by my stupidity, I knew we had a long way 
yet to go.  Sydell still maintained a distance and I respected 
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her feelings but, at the same time, I was confident that I could 
shorten that gap until it went away. 
 My methods bordered on the Machiavellian but they were 
executed for a worthy cause.  Love letters, starting warm and 
friendly in the present, drifting into loving memories of the 
past and growing more intimate with images of future 
possibilities were a primary factor in my campaign.  I knew 
which notes to sound as I combined the honesty of my feelings 
with the guile of a scheming suitor, falling back on another 
cliché, “All is fair in love and war.” 
 The move of which I am most proud to this day was executed 
on one New Year’s Eve, while I was in Rouen, France.  I knew 
that Sydell had a date for the big night and called my friend, 
Bernie to instruct him to order a white orchid corsage to be 
delivered to her early that evening.  The poor date didn’t have 
a chance after that.  He spent a lot of money for nothing.  All 
I said in my note was, “I love you.”  I find nothing Satanic in 
those three little words.  Her date might have had another 
opinion.   
 In the meantime, I was being well paid for travelling 
around the world while performing the simplest of tasks in 
relative luxury.  My private stateroom always adjoined the radio 
shack on the top deck of each ship.  I had to deliver weather 
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forecasts and reports of any possible dangers to the captain 
and, for the fun of it, produced a newsletter which I 
distributed throughout the ship.  My private stateroom and bath 
was made up and cleaned daily by a steward and there were fresh 
linens at all times.  Meals were taken in the officer’s mess 
with the Captain and the eight other officers aboard.  It was 
white tablecloth with nice china and flatware and impeccable 
service by the stewards. In addition to three good meals, a 
small buffet was set out around 11:00 P.M. in case officers got 
hungry during the night.   
 I don’t remember the exact salary but it was quite 
generous, considering it was paid in addition to excellent 
accommodations and meals.  Also, the union dictated overtime for 
any maintenance such as keeping the batteries charged and that 
fattened my pay check considerably, with the small cost of 
khakis eaten away by battery acid.  
    My first voyage was a little hairy because the cargo was 
ammonium nitrate, the explosive fertilizer that had caused the 
terrible blow-up at Texas City months earlier.  Because of that 
incident, we had to load at a remote ammunition depot in New 
Jersey with poor access to New York.  One afternoon, together 
with four or five other crew members, I was waiting for a taxi 
to town when an altercation broke out between my companions and 
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the Marine guards.  No real blows were exchanged, but there was 
a little pouting and kicking the dirt such as you might see 
between a baseball team manager and an umpire. 
 The result was that local police were summoned and I got to 
spend my first, and thankfully my last, night in jail.  After a 
scant meal of a bologna sandwich and a Coke, sleep was fitful on 
bare springs in a cell.  Early the next day, we were called 
before a justice of the peace who levied fines, which were paid 
by the shipping company.  The funny part was when a Marine 
sergeant, accustomed to speaking in one syllable words, 
testified on behalf of his men.         
  “These civilians kept up a stream of running derogatory 
comment,” he said in words never heard in a Marine barracks.  I 
remember it well, but I have never found another chance to use 
it in cocktail party chatter. 
 Once loaded and underway, we kept the cargo hatches open in 
occasional fair weather to dissipate any dangerous fumes as we 
crossed the North Atlantic on our way to Bremerhaven in Germany 
where we would unload on barges because they would not let us 
tie up to the dock.  Neither were we allowed ashore, but a few 
of us “borrowed”  a lifeboat and came back with a keg of 
delicious, German beer after dodging guards and finding our way 
through gates in fences topped with barbed wire.  I marvel now 
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at some of the situations I found myself in.  A biographer 
writing the chronicle of my life would never attach labels like 
“daredevil” or “thrill seeker” to me because I am far too 
cautious.  That being said, in those days I was often driven by 
curiosity and a search for adventure to do things not usually 
attempted in everyday life.  For sure, I would not do them now 
that I am older and, hopefully, wiser.   
 I got a brief, firsthand account of the horrors of civilian 
life in wartime Germany from a woman I was buying drinks for in 
a quiet bar.  She had been a prisoner in a concentration camp 
where the guards took a fancy to her.  In order of rank, 
starting with the assistant commandant of the camp and passing 
down through the pecking order to the staff cook, she was forced 
to submit to whatever suited their sexual whims.  She told me 
that she scratched a mark on the post of her bunk bed each time 
she was returned to her barracks.  When freed, she counted the 
scratches and they were well into triple digits. She claimed to 
have relatives in the U.S. and was waiting for a visa to pass 
through bureaucratic red tape.  There are many bars with many 
stories but this one rang true.  I gently turned down her 
invitation to take her home as I heard from the miniature Sydell 
sitting on my right shoulder.  I would have to start getting 
used to the rules of monogamy if only for reasons of keeping the 
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girl in The Bronx safe and healthy.  Being optimistic, I 
entertained thoughts of putting her in jeopardy.    
 The contrast in recovery modes among countries who had 
suffered destruction during the war years was readily apparent.  
I had seen an entire city, constructed of fresh-smelling wood 
thrown up almost overnight in Japan.  These industrious people 
lost no time in getting decent shelter over their heads.  It was 
temporary and could have burned down in minutes if one of the 
ubiquitous stoves they used to cook and keep warm turned over 
but, at least, they didn’t take time to sit and mourn. 
 Germany, at least in Bremerhaven, seemed to regard its 
bomb-created rubble as monuments, and many of its less fortunate 
citizens lived in the ruins while occupation forces worked to 
reestablish transportation and communications. 
 All available manpower in Brest and Le Havre went to work 
restoring churches and cathedrals as priests made demands on 
their congregations.  Essentials like shelter for the family and 
paid labor to put food on the table were put on hold. 
 Europe had little to export in the early years following 
World War II, so cargo ships generally arrived filled with 
essentials like ammonium nitrate or grain and went home with 
holds filled with sea water for ballast.  Liberty ships, such as 
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the one I sailed in on my first civilian voyage, were relatively 
flat-bottomed because, in wartime, that was the fastest and 
cheapest way to build enough ships to supply our allies and our 
troops.   
To help speed recovery for our European allies, shipping 
lines continued to use these bathtubs while bigger, more 
expensive vessels were built.  Being in an empty, flat bottomed 
ship in the North Atlantic in winter is no walk in the park.  
Our vessel didn’t plow through any waves; she bounced and 
shuddered.  The mess stewards had to wet down the table cloths 
so that dishes wouldn’t slide.  Anything that could move was 
tied down or braced in some way.  Amazingly, the seasickness I 
had encountered when leaving Japan never came back, and I 
consumed all food with my usual good appetite even on the 
roughest days.    
 To top it all off, the entire front panel of my main 
transmitter fell down and crashed, rendering that piece of 
equipment useless after two days at sea.  I could receive 
transmissions but I couldn’t send or respond.  As we used to say 
in the Navy, “I didn’t know whether to shit or draw small 
stores.”  It is one of those sayings that defies translation but 
describes dire straits.  We didn’t see another ship for days, 
partially because at that time of year, many captains chose to 
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sail the southern route to Europe.  Finally, about thirty-six 
hours before we reached our destination, Chesapeake Bay, we 
sighted a Swedish ship, and I sent it a message in Morse code on 
the emergency blinker light installed on the bridge.  That 
ship’s captain agreed to send our estimated time of arrival 
(ETA) to the port.   
 Aftershock set in when, after emptying our seawater 
ballast, the ship went in to dry dock for a routine, scheduled 
inspection.  Inspectors found that the rudder, which controlled 
the ship’s steering, was severely damaged and, in fact, could 
have fallen off in those rough seas.  What can I say?  If I had 
caused that damage to our transmitter through negligence while 
in the Navy, they would have tossed me in the brig and thrown 
away the key.    
 From Baltimore, where we landed, I went to Miami Beach to 
visit my folks for a few days before going to New York to get 
another job on a different Liberty ship.  I had a brief, warm 
visit with Sydell.  It was frustrating in its brevity but long 
enough for me to know that my future was tied to this beautiful 
woman.  Since these were pre-feminist times, she would have been 
called a beautiful girl.  Girl or woman, there was no doubt in 
my mind that she was becoming as convinced as I was that we 
would be together.  The iciness of doubt that I had created 
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wasn’t totally melted, but there was a pool starting to form at 
her feet.  Her mother and sister didn’t roll out the red carpet 
for me but they were civil.  Nice people always find it 
difficult to be cold or mean-spirited.  
 The destination for my new berth on another Liberty ship, 
was Le Havre, France, a city that had been effectively leveled 
by American bombers during the war.  At the time of those 
devastating attacks, France had been occupied for some time and 
the puppet Vichy government, headed by Marshal Petain, was 
controlled by Berlin  The bombings were triggered by the fact 
that Le Havre was a major port and base of operations for the 
Nazis and their puppet French leaders.  That made little or no 
difference to its citizens who were almost totally united in 
hatred of Americans.  I say “almost” because bar owners and 
prostitutes always act friendly. 
 Along with a shipmate, I went ashore to spend some free 
time.  Being the Radio Officer, my time in port was almost 
totally free of work or responsibility, one of the reasons it 
was widely known as the best job on the ship.  The ship was due 
to move on to Brest to unload more of its cargo but we had ample 
drinking time before that move.  For some inebriated reason that 
I cannot recall, our pub crawling took the third mate and me 
into the hills behind the city to a cozy little neighborhood 
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boite.  After a short time a group of five or six grown 
teenagers, who were evidently well-known to the other denizens, 
started to mutter louder and louder, punctuating their remarks 
with, “Americans,” and “Yankees,” while casting nasty looks in 
our direction.  When they got increasingly restless, my buddy 
and I got the message and paid our tab before leaving in a 
hurry.  
 When we looked over our shoulders, we saw that the wolf 
pack was following us, and we took off as fast as our cognac-
loaded legs could carry us.  We finally flagged a taxi that 
carried us to the docks where our ship was tied up.  But, our 
ship wasn’t tied up.  And it wasn’t anywhere else in sight.  It 
was well past midnight so we found a flat pile of bricks to curl 
up on, falling asleep while listening to the scurrying of rats 
on the wharf.  The next morning we contacted the shipping agent 
who told us that the ship had moved on to Brest without us. 
“They can’t do that,” I protested.  “No ship can sail 
without a Radio Officer.”  “Yeah, right,” they said, in essence.  
It turns out that the small print allowed for this because the 
ship stayed in inland waters or something.  At any rate, we 
found out that the only way we could get to Brest was by train, 
changing in Paris.  Hard to imagine, but all we saw of Paris was 
three hours in the train station between connections.  I was 
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never so thankful for the three years of French I had struggled 
through in high school since there wasn’t the widespread 
knowledge of English that tourists find in The City of Lights 
today.  We had the tickets supplied by a shipping agent 
representative in Le Havre, but food, drink and restrooms were 
found by my speaking the meager French acquired against my will 
in the classes of Mme. Jelinek at Evander Childs High School.    
  Finally, after a trip that would have provided enough 
material for a Marx Brothers movie, we reached our ship in 
Brest, where we sank gratefully into our beds aboard ship which 
remained in Brest for a few days before proceeding upriver to 
Rouen. 
 The night watchman, a civilian employed by the shipping 
line, was required to make regular rounds of inspection during 
his tour of duty.  This six-foot, seven-inch Senagalese warrior 
chose instead to stand at the head of the gangway, cleaning his 
long, claw-like finger nails with a blade that would rival the 
Bowie Knife made famous by Davie Crockett.  He was our cognac 
supplier when we chose to remain aboard.  The noxious liquid 
smelled like gasoline and there was no label affixed to the 
loosely-corked bottle, but the results were equal to any legal 
beverage.   
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 I spent Christmas Eve attending Mass in the Rouen 
Cathedral, one of the most magnificent structures of its kind in 
the world.  It was freezing inside, in spite of the hundreds of 
candles that were lit.  Fuel was still short at the time and 
central heating a rarity.  In spite of the fact that I was 
already a self-declared atheist, I was awed by the building and 
by the ceremony attended by a crowd of congregants who, unlike 
their well-dressed fellow worshipers in the U.S., were bundled 
in shabby coats because it was as cold inside as it was 
outdoors.  I stood hypnotized throughout the long Mass and still 
felt its effect as I made my way back to the ship.  My emotional 
state, brought on by the magnificent solemnity of the Mass, was 
conflicted by feelings of loneliness.  At that moment I would 
have traded my good fortune in witnessing the celebratory event 
for a pretzel and an Egg Cream in a Bronx candy store.  It was 
one week later when I sent Sydell the white orchid corsage on 
New Year’s Eve. 
Many years later, during one of our visits to Paris,   
Sydell and I happened upon a service being conducted in the 
Cathedral of Notre Dame.  My experience on that Christmas Eve in 
Rouen came back to me along with feelings of gratitude that, 
this time, I was not lonely or alone.   
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 The rest of my stay in France was notable only for the 
passion I developed for cherry brandy and chocolate éclairs.  
Each éclair was little more than a single bite, but I nibbled  
each delicacy slowly so that I might fully enjoy the hedonistic 
experience.  About two inches long and the thickness of one’s 
thumb, this pastry, its top coated with thick, dark chocolate, 
was filled with a chocolate-flavored custard formulated by 
masterful French pastry alchemists.  Eating those éclairs and 
washing them down with cherry brandy almost made up for the vows 
of sexual abstinence I had made to Sydell during one of my less 
lucid romantic moments, but a vow that I nonetheless felt 
obligated to keep.         
 To wean myself from the brandy, one night I experimented 
with Absinthe.  This was not the liqueur that can be purchased 
today in any neighborhood package store but the original 
version, outlawed in the U.S.  It was distilled from wormwood 
and contained a big, pickled worm in the bottle.  I had two 
drinks and remember thinking this stuff is no big deal.  Then I 
took two steps out of the bar into the cold air and promptly 
passed out on the sidewalk.  It should have made the pages of a 
medical journal as a rare instance of rigor mortis occurring in 
a live person.  Fortunately, my drinking buddies got me back to 
the ship safely and I henceforth returned to my regimen of 
éclairs and brandy.  Unlike the Navy, I found comradeship while 
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sailing as a civilian.  I cannot remember a single instance of 
anti-Semitism or anti-New Yorker.  I learned to play chess and 
cribbage during leisure hours and, of course, continued to 
devour all the books that came to hand.  
 On my return to New York, Sydell and I enjoyed a week 
together, squeezed into the hours she wasn’t working for Jay 
Berkowitz, a successful General Insurance agent with offices on 
Sixth Avenue in Manhattan.  Most days I would be in the lobby of 
her office building waiting for her workday to end so I could 
enjoy seeing her appear when the elevator doors opened and I was 
able to catch sight of her among the press of homeward bound 
office workers.   
 I rarely get to meet Sydell these days because we leave our 
home together and drive to our destination but, every once in a 
while, we come from different directions and meet at the front 
desk of a restaurant or in the waiting room of a lawyer or 
doctor.  Sixty odd years later, I get the same rush I had then.  
Sometimes, (rarely) she arrives before I do and I have a few 
minutes to observe her, unaware of my presence and focused on a 
magazine or just looking in another direction.  When I approach 
her, she smiles and tilts her head for a greeting kiss.  She is 
as beautiful now as she was then. 
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 I should mention that Sydell never, never, leaves our house 
without checking herself out in a mirror.  This is prompted by 
pride of appearance, not vanity. Even an early morning walk in 
the neighborhood calls for a coordinated outfit and a minimum of 
lipstick and sunglasses.  A trip to the supermarket calls for a 
regimen most women save for a social gathering with people they 
want to impress.  It is true that some of this primping is due 
to the fact that she is bound to meet someone who knows her, but 
most of the same preparation took place back when she was an 
unknown homemaker.  At any rate, an out-of-context Sydell 
sighting still moves my pulse rate up a notch.  
             
             
             
             









     HOME FROM THE SEA 
“Darling, we need to talk,” Sydell purred. 
All lovers know these five words are the most ominous in 
the English language.  They always mean that this person wants 
you to stop doing whatever you are doing and start doing 
whatever  he or she wants you to do, whether you want to do it 
or not. 
 “I’m all ears and ready,” I said insincerely. 
 “Art,” she said.  She always knew when I was hedging. 
 “Yes, darling, tell me what’s on your mind,” I said with 
even less conviction. 
“Darling!”  How I loved the way she said that word.        
 “We can’t go on like this.  You leave for three or four 
months; my life becomes more normal; I see other people--Now, 
don’t look like that!  You know I love you and would not get 
involved with anyone else but I can’t just sit at home while you 
are running around the world.”   I knew what was coming. 
 “It’s time!  I have known you for six years and you first 
proposed to me when I was barely sixteen and you weren’t much 
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older.  Do you remember?  On the subway train?   When we were 
out on our first date?” 
 “Of course, I remember,” I said, “And it still stands.  I 
love you and I want to marry you.” 
 “When?”  She asked.   
There was only one possible response, other than jumping out of 
the window of the third story flat she shared with her mother 
and sister.  
“Anytime you say.” I held my breath. 
“Good boy,” she said, patting me on the knee. 
Having completed my first trip to South Africa on the Robin 
Gray, I was committed to a second one.  I don’t know if it was 
that I felt I had to honor that commitment or the commitment to 
a date I was not quite prepared to make but I mentioned my 
obligation.  As always, Sydell had her practical solution.  
“I know you can’t cancel this next trip to South Africa but 
I have to know it will be your last one.  I won’t marry you 
while you are going to sea, Darling.”  She said that word again, 
knowing what it did to me. ‘The choice is yours.”    
 I may have been a coward but I wasn’t a fool.  Sydell, at 
21, was a standout.  One hundred eight pounds perfectly 
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proportioned on a slim, 5 foot, 4 inch frame.   I flashed back 
to our first kiss, six years earlier when we were out walking on 
a cold winter’s night.  We stopped, turned and I got up the 
courage to pull her to me while I kissed her.  Her first words 
were thrilling!   
“You’ll break my nose!”   
I was a less-than-accomplished lover at age 16, but It 
didn’t matter because she let me try again at a slightly 
different angle that worked just fine. 
And the way she walked.  Even at age 15, her stance was 
erect as she slowly placed each foot directly in front of the 
other.  No sway or wiggle but an even, flowing progression of 
grace.   The first time I saw her, she wore brown and white 
saddle shoes, one size too big in case her feet grew before they 
wore out, as if they were Cinderella’s glass slippers.   The 
neighborhood girls I knew mostly stomped or shuffled, in solid 
contact with the ground.  Still years short of womanhood, Sydell 
appeared to float on a cushion of air.       
 Here I was, in her living room, hearing The Ultimatum 
Speech that millions of men have listened to for generations, 
also known as, “Hold ‘em or fold em,” “Now or never,” and “Put 
up or shut up,” as my shipmates might say. 
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The nightmare of Sydell walking down the aisle with another 
man loomed before my eyes.  The thought of her being with and 
bedding with someone else was just too much to handle.  I have 
come to believe that fear of loss is the primary reason men get 
married.  Sure, there is love, but the real reason for marrying 
NOW is the picture of the one you love being connected forever 
to someone other than yourself.  I don’t dare speak to a woman’s 
prime reason for marrying, but I buy the theory that they do it 
mostly for security and children.  Well, she got the children, 
anyway. 
 We agreed we would be married the following Spring of 1949, 
shortly after I returned from my next trip.  The deal was sealed 
with the best hugs and kisses ever.    Contrary to most tales 
woven by purveyors of fiction, the most overpowering moment in 
the process is not when you get the knee of your pants dusty 
while you hold out the result of your hard work in a little box, 
or, if you’re inclined to be cute, conceal it in a scoop of 
vanilla ice cream.   It is the seemingly innocuous moment when 
you agree to a wedding date.   That is the contract, but even 
then there is that little space harboring the thought that 
something else might happen between now and then.  I knew and 
Sydell hoped that I would not renege on my promises as I had in 
the past.  At age 22, it was time for me to grow up and move on. 
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I had been to South Africa before and, of all the places I 
had sailed in my two-plus years as a Radio Officer (Sparks) in 
the Merchant Marine, it was my favorite voyage.  Our ports were 
Cape Town, Port E lizabeth and Durban in South Africa before 
proceeding to Dar-es-Salaam in what was then Portuguese East 
Africa and is now Guyana.  It was a four month journey on the 
Robin Gray, a cargo ship that was certified to carry seven 
passengers as supercargo.  It was a way of life I was reluctant 
to leave.  I had a spacious cabin next to the radio room, both 
of which were on an upper deck adjoining the passenger quarters.  
My bed was made and private bathroom cleaned daily by a steward 
and all my meals were taken in Officer’s Mess--white table 
cloths, good china and silver accompanied  by more than adequate 
food for the ten officers aboard.   No booze while underway but 
plenty while the ship was being loaded or unloaded.   In port, 
my time was my own.  
 Sydell was right in taking the stand that marriage was a 
poor bet under those circumstances.  In an informal poll of the 
officers aboard, nine out of ten had been divorced at least once 
with the questionable first-place prize going to the alcoholic 
second engineer who had just proposed to future wife number six.   
I guess he had plenty of reasons for not being sober.  Truth to 
tell, I had had enough of the seagoing life.  As we headed home, 
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I became more and more impatient for my future with Sydell to 
begin.     
          **** 
 Living together as single people was not considered an 
option in those days.  Sydell lived at home, where she shared a 
bedroom with her mother, Rose, and sister, Shirley.  I found a 
small, furnished room and bath nearby and made that do for the 
two months before the wedding would take place.  The price was 
right--ten dollars a week with a linen and towel change weekly 
and housekeeping supplied.  There were a lot of moments during 
which I contemplated my future as a married man.  There was no 
question in my mind about my choice of partner because Sydell, 
over the years, was an integral part of my life and had become 
my dear friend.           
 If I had doubts, they were all about me and my ability to 
fill the role of husband and provider. The skills I used over 
the previous five years in the Navy and the Merchant Marine were 
of no use in civilian life, but I felt confident that I could 
learn to do anything and knew I was smart enough and personable 
enough to compete with anyone.  Such is the ego of youth.  I 




Those, and scores of other thoughts kept bouncing around in 
my head during those hours in my room.  Images of a long-term, 
rosy future conflicted with fevered short-term fantasies 
triggering masturbation.  That was kind of a marathon that never 
came to a finish line.  The impending wedding seemed to make 
Sydell more celibate and me more desperate.  The rare times she 
was in my room, when we were on our way to or from some 
activity, she couldn’t wait to leave for fear that the landlady 
would think she was doing something indecent.     
 I evidently lived in a dream world when it came to money.  
I had never paid a bill.  There weren’t any credit cards, so all 
transactions were in cash and I always had an ample amount of 
that.  As a Radio Officer I had drawn a salary of $650.00 a 
month (roughly) $5200.00 today and it was all clear because my 
room and board were free.  I had savings deducted from my 
payroll to ensure that it wasn’t consumed in liquid form.  
Thankfully, my more-than-social drinking had never advanced to 
addiction so that tiny nest egg was available.   
In the meantime, the search began for a place to live, and 
we knew it would be a challenge to find anything decent for the 
amount we could afford.  Living space in New York City was 
scarce in those years following World War II, with all kinds of 
rent controls in place and hungry landlords finding their way 
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around them.  A favorite ploy of building owners was to stick an 
old table and chair in an apartment and “sell” that furniture to 
the prospective renter.  It was called paying money “Under the 
table,” meaning unseen by the authorities.  Since we could not 
afford that kind of bribery we would have a difficult time of 
it.  At last, a small, three-line classified ad in the Daily 
News said there was an apartment in Brooklyn.       
 “Art, how can we live in Brooklyn?” Sydell asked.  “It’s  
another world.” 
 “Sydell, unless you want me to sleep with your mother, we 
have to look into any possibility,” I said.   Off to Brooklyn we 
went. 
 There were two rooms, entered from a hallway that opened on 
three steps leading up to the street.  It was partially below 
street level in an old brownstone house located at 59 Penn 
Street in Williamsburg, a section of Brooklyn, an old but clean 
neighborhood occupied mostly by Hassidim, an ultra orthodox 
Jewish sect that barely tolerated ordinary Jews like Sydell and 
me.  Strangely enough, they agree with Catholics when it comes 
to contraception, and breed large families.  Most of them worked 
in the garment district and on 47th Street, Mecca of the jewelry 
trade in Manhattan. The most revered and religious men do not 
work, since they are supported by their community while they 
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study the Torah, the Cabala and the Talmud; all ancient tomes 
that dictate tradition and religious law.  The men wore long, 
black coats--silk in summer and fine wool in winter, with tall-
domed black hats that had turned up, broad brims.  They 
cultivated long side curls that hung down to the chin.  Women’s 
heads were shaven for cleanliness and were covered by often 
garish wigs.  On Saturdays, the only street traffic was  on 
foot, to and from the numerous synagogues in observance of the 
Sabbath.  Driving on Friday night or Saturday was prohibited. 
 Negotiations with the landlord were short and not too 
sweet.  He held firm at $50.00 per month rent.  In 1949, that 
was exorbitant for that dark, little space but the wedding 
loomed in the near future and, at least, he didn’t try to sell 
us a table and chair.  Heat and electric were included.   That 
$50.00 was equal to $400.00 today. 
 Each of the two rooms was about twelve feet square.  One 
was an enormous kitchen for which we bought a black dining table 
with matching chairs that had yellow leather padding.  The last 
of my savings went toward a matching breakfront with a yellow 
interior behind a gold colored grill.  It was splendid in our 
eyes.  We painted the room a medium gray with a bright yellow 
enamel on moldings, window frames and doors.  The refrigerator 
90 
 
and stove required a full day of scrubbing.   Laundry equipment 
was conveniently located four streets away. 
The other room served as living room and bedroom. One 
quarter of the space was filled with a double bed which was 
poorly disguised as a lounge by covering it with a red, rayon 
throw.  Two overstuffed chairs, one green and the other gold, 
inherited from my parents, filled the balance of the space.  
Television was not a consideration because the money had run out 
and very few families had one in that time.  We painted that 
room a deep forest green that easily absorbed the slightest 
glint of light that seeped through our below-street level 
windows, forcing us to keep lamps lit until bedtime.  Window 
frames, doors and moldings were painted with white enamel.  A 
closet-sized bathroom hid behind a small door in the kitchen and 
held a toilet, sink and a bathtub over which was suspended a 
shower head surrounded by a 24-inch ring that held a shower 
curtain.  It was just big enough for me to squeeze in but Sydell 
fit easily.   I called it a custom-fitted shower curtain because 
it was a perfect size 42. 
“Art!” Sydell screamed when she spotted a small, gray field 
mouse scurrying across the wooden bedroom floor. “Do something!”  
My immediate reaction was to leap into her arms so that she 
could protect me.  
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 It turned out that there were enough roaches to hold the 
mice at bay, so we were safe.  That is, we felt safe until the 
day a feral cat crashed through the metal venetian blind we had 
installed in the kitchen window, facing on the postage-stamp- 
sized back yard.  This time, Sydell jumped into my arms.  Later 
on, we grew accustomed to making love with the little mice for 
an audience.  The roaches never sat still for the performance 
but we evened the score by ignoring their acts of procreation.   
 Of course, at that point, there weren’t any performances on 
our part to witness.  In spite of endless pleading, begging, and 
humiliating myself in every manner imaginable, Sydell was not 
going to consummate our relationship until after the wedding.  
Now, I’m not saying that I had held myself pure during my 
travels around the world, but months had passed and I was in 
dire straits.   My ringless (because I couldn’t afford one) 
betrothed would eat with me, dance with me, hug me, kiss me, 
shower me with affection and even sleep beside me--but turned a 
deaf ear when propositioned for serious lovemaking.  
Our decorating was done on weekends because Sydell had to 
go to her job as secretary for a general insurance broker on 
Seventh Avenue in Manhattan.  I began my search for employment.  
Since I had worked in a buying office for a chain of women’s 
clothing retailers while waiting to go into service, I decided I 
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would become a buyer.  A series of snickers and sneers convinced 
me that no one agreed that an ex-sailor with no experience would 
know what to buy.  Well, if I can’t buy stuff, I’ll sell stuff, 
I thought.   
After leaving Sydell in the evening, while walking to my 
spartan room, I had a lot of time to think about the future.  I 
had no clue about how I would make a living.  I gave some 
thought to school but never broached the idea to Sydell.  I 
believe she would have supported me, morally and financially, 
but, either the prospect frightened me, or I thought she had put 
her life on hold long enough, so I elected to take a sales job. 
 My flamboyant Uncle Leo, the ultimate salesman, was the 
only financially successful person in our family.  I coveted his 
silk shirts, Manhattan apartment, Scotch drinking, lifestyle.  
He was so good he could get a shoe designer to make up a sample 
line and then proceed to get enough orders to open a factory.  I 
knew it would be a struggle to overcome my introverted 
personality, but I reasoned that working in sales would hasten 
the process.   
 My wedding was still a few months off because, out of 
deference to my thin-blooded Floridian parents, we decided to 
wait until the New York weather was suitable for someone other 
than one who was accustomed to Arctic temperatures.  My folks 
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had watched and encouraged our relationship to grow albeit from 
long distance.  They had loved Sydell for years and we could not 
dream of a wedding without their presence. 
Marriage was more popular in those days and Kosher catering 
sites few and expensive.  Because of some restrictions dictated 
by holidays which were obscure to everyone but the ultra-
orthodox and because traditional Saturday nights were booked a 
year ahead, we would be married on a Monday night.  The fee 
charged for a hall that would otherwise remain empty meant 
savings for my mother-in-law but waiting four months would be a 
heavy strain on my meager savings so I had to go to work.    
 I answered a Sales Help Wanted ad that promised riches to 
anyone smart enough to respond.  I had some savings from my last 
two trips on the Robin Gray as Radio Officer so I was able to 
put together a meager wardrobe, but I did not own a car or even 
know how to drive one if I had it.  It turned out that I didn’t 
need one for this job in which I would become wealthy because I 
would be transported by a man who was to be my manager.   
 The job was to knock on residential doors in order to find 
people who would buy sets of pots, dishes or silverware for 
three dollars down and three dollars a month.  Only ten cents a 
day, Mrs. Russo!   I look back and see the whole thing as 
ludicrous.  I was still smoking cigarettes with an ivory 
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cigarette holder, an affectation I picked up in South Africa. 
The hours I had spent alone in my radio shack had worked to make 
me a semi-recluse, I was accustomed to being waited on by 
stewards, and here I was, knocking on doors! 
 (The door opens in response to my knock and a housewife, 
sans makeup and with hair going in all directions stands there.) 
 “Yes? What is it?” she snarled. 
 “I’m here for your box tops” I replied, smiling broadly. 
 “What box tops?” she queried. 
 “You know, you got the pink envelope in the mail that told 
you to save the tops off your soap boxes for valuable premiums.” 
The smile never wavered. 
 “I don’t remember any pink envelope.” She grew passive and 
defensive. 
 I mumble under by breath and say, “Do you use soap powder?” 
 No, Dummy, I beat them on the rocks down at the East River.  
“Yes, I do.” 
 “Well, then you qualify for one of these premiums,” I flash 
pictures of pots, dishes and silverware. “Would you get me the 
top off your soap powder box?” 
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 She steps back in to get the box top and I follow her to 
the kitchen. 
 The upshot of this whole farce is that, if I am successful, 
she winds up agreeing to buy one of these sets for $59.95 plus a 
bunch of soap box tops that she would be able to purchase in any 
department store for $15.00.  Anyone with a conscience could get 
through the day only by reciting the mantra, “If I don’t take 
their money, somebody else will.  At least they’re getting a set 
of pots.”  I was able to do this, with mediocre results, until 
about two months after our wedding on May 16, 1949.  I knew this 
phase of my sterling career was over when, one day in a sweet 
woman’s kitchen, I said, “Mary, forget about this.  If you 
really want a set of pots, I saw the same thing in the window of 
the hardware store on the next block.”  I walked out and turned 
in my pictures an hour later. 








 CHAPTER VI 
       MR. & MRS. ARTHUR HARRIS 
The wedding was booked at Burnside Manor, located on  
Burnside Avenue, in a not-so-fashionable, middle-class 
neighborhood in The Bronx.  The catering hall was surrounded by 
the usual assortment of groceries, bakeries, cleaners, candy 
stores and luncheonettes set in the ground floors of six to 
eight story apartment houses.  A typical candy store held a 
counter at which ice cream specialties were dispensed, an 
outdoor newspaper stand and, just inside the door, a cash 
register, behind which stood the proprietor or a family member, 
dispensing cigars, cigarettes and collecting for an ice-cold 
bottle of soda scooped from a large container of ice and water 
by a customer.  A luncheonette had a longer counter with 
swiveling stools facing it and a few tables where one could buy 
and consume coffee and a bagel for breakfast or a tuna fish 
sandwich for lunch.  The only ventilation was provided by a big, 
noisy fan on a pedestal that added to the din of shouted food 
orders and loud conversation.  
In either of these types of establishment, one could buy an 
Egg Cream.  Indigenous to the Greater New York area, this nectar 
was downed by the city’s residents on a daily basis.  It came in 
three sizes, designated as three cents, five cents or ten cents, 
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each of these dictating the size of the glass and ordered in the 
following manner: 
“Herbie, give me a five cent Egg Cream.”    
 “Please,” was sometimes offered but was by no means 
mandatory or customary.         
 The first ingredient, squirted from a spigot mounted behind 
the counter, was Bloomer’s Chocolate Syrup.  A few, less popular 
eateries used Hershey’s but these were looked upon with disdain 
by true connoisseurs.  The brown, viscous syrup was followed by 
a splash of milk (thence the term, “Cream”) and was topped off 
with soda from a faucet hooked to carbon dioxide to provide 
bubbles.  The finished product was medium brown, darkened in 
spots by a trace of the syrup resulting from vigorous stirring 
with a long spoon; topped by a chocolate-speckled head of froth.   
Sipping and savoring were dictated; gulping occurred only if 
your bus pulled up before you finished.   
Burnside Manor ranked high among catering halls and would 
have been far above Rose’s budget for a traditional Saturday 
night affair instead of the Monday we booked.   Burnside Manor 
was a free-standing, two story structure, dwarfed by high-rise 
apartment structures on each side.  The wine-colored vestibule, 
floored with black and white tiles, opened on a large space that 
was converted from chapel to dining hall in minutes by a speedy 
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staff in sneakers.  The main feature of the big room was a 
staircase which led to a dressing room and lounge for the bridal 
party.  We had ruled out bridesmaids and ushers, so the bridal 
party was cousin Rosalie, Sydell’s Maid of Honor and my friend, 
Bernie, as best man.   Following Rosalie down the red-carpeted 
stairs, Sydell descended in regal fashion and proceeded to the 
altar on the arm of Al, her sister Helen’s husband.   Her father 
was present but the honor was not offered to him in respect to 
Rose.  He didn’t contribute a dime to cover costs but came 
through with a wedding present.   
Sydell transcended every cliché that has been written to 
describe a bride.  She designed and sewed her wedding dress, as 
well as the rest of her trousseau.  The dress was both modest 
and sexy; a long-sleeved, white satin dress she had been poured 
into ending just above her ankles.  Her feet were encased in 
white satin pumps and she wore a wide-brimmed, veiled white 
satin hat of her own creation.  It all surpassed anything a 
bridal designer might have created.  Sydell carried a small 
bouquet of white orchids tied with a white satin ribbon.  I wore 
a double-breasted navy blue suit, a white dress shirt and a navy 
blue necktie and, because the wedding was performed in a rabbi-
approved environment, I was required to have my head covered.  I 
wore a wide-brimmed, grey fedora hat.  The enlarged wedding 
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picture that hangs in the vestibule of our home today testifies 
to the fact that we were young and beautiful.   
The rent-a-Rabbi was a big man and his voice resonated as 
he recited the vows for us to parrot and as he chanted Hebrew 
prayers which neither of us understood.  I did understand 
Sydell’s blue eyes, moistened with happy tears and the kiss with 
which we sealed the deal. 
After the ceremony, our fifty guests (ten on my side and 
forty on hers) were treated to a feast of sponge cake, honey 
cake, candy, nuts and sweet, kosher red wine.  In the catering 
parlance of the day, this was known as a “Sweet Table.”  Since 
the affair was held in the evening, the guests were able to have 
dinner at home before they came.  It was a far cry from the 
spectacles we attend these days, but it was a selfless financial 
sacrifice by the wonderful woman who had raised three daughters 
as a single mother.  Rosie, as I fondly called my new mother-in-
law, glowed as good wishes and Mazel Tovs were showered on her.  
Music was provided by an enthusiastic and loud accordion player 
who squeezed out all the traditional Jewish wedding tunes.  A 
renegade cousin of Sydell’s, a newly discharged Marine sergeant, 
cornered me.       
 “Congratulations,” he said.  “You got yourself one hell of 
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a wife.  I just want you to know that if you don’t take good 
care of my little cousin, you’ll answer to me.” 
“I hear you loud and clear, Howard,” I said in terms he 
would understand.  “And if she doesn’t take good care of me, 
you’ll be the first one I call.”  Those were probably the last 
words I exchanged with Howard, who may or may not still be alive 
in Phoenix. 
It didn’t take long to consume the cake and wine and the 
accordion player had only been hired for two hours.  The guests 
straggled out after leaving those wonderful, little envelopes 
containing cash and checks behind.  My father was the custodian 
and stuffed them in the pockets of his ill-fitting suit.  David 
had worn handsome suits all his working life in the North, but 
didn’t need one in Miami Beach, where he and Celia had now lived 
for four years.  The wedding pictures show a tired man in his 
sixties.  My mother, who looked radiant that day in a teal satin 
dress, was two years older than Dave but kept that secret from 
him and everyone else until long after he died.  I strongly 
resemble my Dad, but my son, Richard, is his mirror image.   The 
likeness is obvious because we all sport bald pates.  The star 
guests, making a rare family appearance, were my Aunt Dot and 
her daughter, Yvette, both fashionably draped in fur stoles and 
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expensive jewelry.  Their stay was brief but they left a check 
for $500.00, a princely sum in our circle. 
           ***  
The dancing was over and our chariot awaited.  Paul, our 
maid of honor’s fiancé and our good friend, borrowed his 
father’s 1948 Buick Roadmaster for the occasion.  It was black 
and bigger than any car on the road today.  Paul drove, with 
Rosalie at his side, while Sydell and I hugged in the back seat.  
At that time of night, it was a short twenty-minute ride on 
well-lit city streets to Times Square, where our destination, 
the Hotel Astor, was located.        
 Our wedding night was a legitimate one-night stand, since 
we were leaving for Atlantic City the following morning.  Sad to 
say, we can’t go back to reminisce because it was torn down 
shortly after our visit, but it was famous in its day, when it 
became the cornerstone for the famed New York theatre district.  
The desk clerk had us pegged immediately.  This did not require 
a high IQ, since Sydell was still wearing her wedding dress.  
Twenty dollars got us a magnificent room, courtesy of that 
perceptive and kind man.  My pre and post-ceremony libations of 
rye whiskey had totally evaporated and I was cold sober.  The 
ceremony, the dancing, the drive downtown, the ANTICIPATION 
found me wide awake.  I had known Sydell since she was fifteen 
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and she was now twenty-two.  For four of those years I was 
traipsing around the world, in and out of uniform.  We had 
enjoyed many hours of “necking” and “petting,” now called, 
“making out” but until this, our wedding night, we still had not 
slept together.  That is my short explanation of ANTICIPATION. 
The room was magnificent--proper setting for the scene I 
had fantasized about again and again.  The entire wall facing 
our enormous bed was mirrored.  The mirrors concealed closets, 
normally filled by Ritz clients who didn’t travel light.  The 
bed was turned down.  Linens and draperies were coordinated in a 
delicate, deep rose pink.  No television, but WNYC was 
broadcasting lovely standards.  We had favorites, of course:  
“Night and Day,” rendered by Sinatra and “Embraceable You” sung 
by Jo Stafford.  I ordered chicken sandwiches on toast, 
chocolate cake and a bottle of Champagne.   There was time for 
kisses while we waited for the food, which, when it arrived, we 
attacked like people who hadn’t eaten in a week.  Appetites for 
food sated, we were ready to move on to the big event.   
“Honey, I can’t wait to get into my gorgeous nightgown.  I 
know you’re going to love it,” Sydell grinned.  I knew I should 
say something gallant but only mutely nodded my head.  
 I sipped the last of the Champagne while she went into the 
bathroom with its adjoining mirrored dressing room.  Time 
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passed.  She entered.  I gasped at the sight of her in a floor-
length sheer, white silk nightgown under a gauzy peignoir.  I 
had seen Sydell nude before this but, somehow, this vision went 
beyond nudity.  It went beyond my fantasies.  Her body was 
outlined in light as she stood in the doorway of the dressing 
room.  It is not lover’s bias when I say that a cosmetic surgeon 
could have used her breasts as a model for a hopeful patient.  
The swells and shadows, barely concealed by the filmy gown, 
surpassed any visions I may have entertained in pre-wedding 
hours.   
“Are you ready, darling?” I said. 
“I can’t wait.  Let’s do it,” she replied. 
So we jumped into bed and counted our wedding presents.  
  What could be more exciting?   Our not-too-prosperous 
families and friends had given us checks and cash amounting to 
$1500.00.  We could relax and spend the few hundred dollars our 
four-day, three-night honeymoon in Atlantic City would cost.  
Money counted, we were ready to consummate our love.  As awesome 
as the visual had been, it faded into the background when the 
senses of touch, taste and smell came into play.  Suffice to say 
that there were no disappointments; only a delightful 
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introduction to the thousands of times we have made love in 
sixty-two years of marriage. 
We almost missed the train to Atlantic City the next 
morning.  After a quick room service breakfast of coffee and 
luscious blueberry muffins, we began to get ready.  There is no 
question that watching a woman don layers of clothing can be as 
sexy as watching her take them off.  And there were layers in 
those days, some of them adorned with tiny ribbons or 
embroidered flowers.  Panty hose didn’t exist.  After Sydell put 
on a lacy bra and panties, with much interruption on my part, 
she rolled on sheer nylon stockings which were fastened in place 
by garters attached to a completely superfluous panty girdle 
(proper fashion dictated that the derriere look flat with no 
break in the surface).  Over the undergarments went a full, 
beige silk slip, with lace at the décolleté and at the hem.  
Last, but certainly not least, were her hand-sewn turquoise suit 
with matching shoes.  The outfit was smashing but was outshone 
by her freshly-loved radiance.  The woman rocked. 
The train ride from Grand Central Station in Manhattan to 
Atlantic City was uneventful as we caught up by napping in our 
seats.  A taxi took us to the President Hotel on the Boardwalk.  
That latter structure, made even more famous by the game of 
Monopoly, was a Mecca for honeymooners in 1949.   Six miles long 
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and sixty feet wide, its planks are laid in a herringbone 
pattern on a base of steel and concrete.  The President Hotel, 
whose front porch butted directly on the Boardwalk, was an 
imposing, red brick structure.  Fortunately for our budget, the 
season of high rates was in the summer.  In the middle of May, 
when school was in session and families still at home, rates 
were more reasonable.          
 The white orchid pinned to Sydell’s suit told the desk 
manager that we were newlyweds.  If that didn’t send the 
message, our shyness in unaccustomed surroundings was a 
giveaway.  Whatever the reason, and it may have simply been 
vacant space available during off-season, he gave us a grand 
suite in place of the room I had reserved.  Now, this was a 
track for a newly married couple to run on.     
 An ample vestibule opened on a large living room whose far 
wall was filled with ocean-front windows.  The bedroom had the 
same view of the ocean heightened by the sound of roiling surf 
when we opened the windows.  A dining room was big enough to 
hold a table that could seat twelve people comfortably.  There 
were two luxurious marble bathrooms with enormous sinks and tubs 
and those wonderful mosaic tile floors.  White towels were huge, 
thirsty and plentiful.  The serving pantry was stocked with 
bottled water and had a refrigerator and a warming oven.  
Everything else was supplied by room service.  We laughingly 
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compared all this grandeur with the space we would go back to in 
Brooklyn.  We were reluctant to leave the suite, but we had to 
see the world-famous resort and walk on the boardwalk after a 
quick change into more casual clothing.    
Since it was the slow season, there were a lot more pigeons 
than people.  We stepped out of the hotel on to the boardwalk 
which abutted the beige-sanded beach and provided a grandstand 
view of the slate blue, turbulent Atlantic surf.  It was 
hypnotic.  We were no strangers to the ocean or the beach 
because we were raised in New York and had access to Orchard 
Beach, Jones Beach, City Island and Coney Island all our lives, 
but love provides a different lens through which one views a 
familiar sight and makes it more significant and memorable.  We 
had dinner in the mostly empty hotel dining room that night and 
the quiet suited us just fine.  Truth was, we were anxious to 
spend some time in our grand suite. 
The next night, we craved more excitement.  While Sydell 
finished dressing, I waited at the hotel bar.  The bartender, 
straight from the casting couch, had all the information we 
needed.  With only two nights remaining in our stay, he didn’t 
have to dig too deep in his night life treasure chest.  He made 
a reservation for one hour later at The Knife and Fork, a 
restaurant that was nationally rated and lived up to its press.   
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We thought we looked properly sophisticated; Sydell wore a 
clinging red dress that molded itself to her body and I had a 
new tan, glen plaid sports coat with a cream dress shirt and a 
small-patterned brown necktie.  If a man entered a fine 
restaurant without a jacket and tie in those days, the Maitre d’ 
supplied them because the dress code was strictly enforced.  
 The Knife and Fork was indeed a fine restaurant.  
Overlooking the Atlantic, it maintained some of the nautical 
theme you would expect in that location, but the wonderful smell 
that hit you said, “Steak House.”  One could see that the wait 
staff was professional, with little if any turnover of 
personnel.  Our server was no exception; he was eager to take 
this attractive, young couple under his wing and make the meal a 
memorable experience.  After I ordered whiskey sours, continuing 
where I left off at the hotel bar, I tossed the ball into our 
server’s court. 
“What do you suggest for starters?” I asked, eager to get 
the weight of decision making off my shoulders. 
“If you like oysters, they are very good tonight.”  He 
replied. 
Half-believing the old wives tale about the aphrodisiacal 




“We’ll share a dozen,” I said, not knowing the dozen would 
become two. 
We continued the discussion and selected a chateaubriand 
for two, which was served in luscious, medium-rare, thick, 
juicy, deep pink slices accompanied by a shared baked potato and 
asparagus half-buried under hollandaise sauce.  We ordered 
everything we know today to be inviting a coronary.  Just to 
thicken the plaque in our arteries a little more, we finished 
with apple pie topped with chocolate ice cream.  Oysters 
notwithstanding, lovemaking was put on hold that night as we 
clutched our bloated stomachs. 
On the last day, after our usual walk, feeding the pigeons 
and being mesmerized by the ocean, we decided to rest our feet 
in one of the auction houses.  Fitness was not a top priority in 
that time and tourists looked to be entertained while in a 
seated position.  There must have been a dozen auction houses on 
the boardwalk but, because it was off season, only a few were 
open. The storefront was fairly spacious but the audience 
sparse.  Perhaps a dozen people in all, ten of whom were paired 
off.  After about fifteen minutes, the auctioneer, a gaunt, 
cigarette smoking, middle aged man, decided that nobody else was 
going to show up.  He introduced a few unexciting items to get 
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people settled in.  An electric toaster, a waffle iron and a 
mantle clock elicited no response.  He seemed to be annoyed.   
“I don’t believe there is a buyer in the house!” he said 
loudly.  “It looks to me like I have a bunch of losers.  Is 
there anyone in the room with a hundred bucks to his name?  
Anyone?  Let me see your hand if you own a hundred dollars.” 
My hand shot up.  I didn’t raise it.  I had nothing to do 
with it.  It was simply a macho reaction to being called a 
loser.  One other hand in the next row went up.  Targets in 
sight!  The auctioneer called on his assistant, a worn-looking 
blonde woman in a black crepe dress, to bring out the special 
item that had just come in that day.  That day and every other 
day, I realize now.  
“Are you sure these items are okay to put up for bids, 
Sylvia?” he asked the once-pretty blonde.  “I thought these were 
on hold for the auctions in July, for the season.” 
“I checked it out, Jack.  The office said it was okay just 
for today,” she said. 
“This is your lucky day, folks.  Please don’t let me down, 
here.  Who will start me off with a bid for this genuine diamond 
watch and ring?   
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 Ten minutes later we had been parted from one hundred dollars 
and were the owners of a watch and ring for Sydell.  
 Thirty minutes later, in the privacy of our hotel suite, 
Sydell and I experienced a massive attack of buyer’s remorse.  
One hundred dollars was an important piece of our little 
grubstake.  On second, third and fourth inspections, the watch 
and ring looked less and less desirable.  Something had to be 
done.  Being the man, I took action. 
“Honey, I’ve decided that you should go back and get a 
refund.” 
“Me? You’re the one who stuck up your hand and bid on these 
things,” She said. 
“Yes, but you’re prettier.  He’ll listen to you,” I whined. 
It went back and forth for a while until I retreated into a 
corner sucking my thumb and whimpering softly.  It was then that 
the member of the family with balls--Sydell--took over and went 
back to the auction place.  It turned out that while they still 
wanted to make a buck, they relented and gave back fifty dollars 
and kept the ring, leaving us the watch.   
It was a small, sordid episode in the grand scale of things 
but it was an epiphany for me.  I had been doing all that silent 
self-commiserating about giving up my wonderful, single life.   
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What life?  Other than the few weeks I had been spending with 
Sydell between voyages, it was a life of bars and waterfronts.  
I did all that travelling while seeing and learning nothing.  
Sydell had handled this situation but I knew that there would be 
many for me to manage in our future.  No more walking in foreign 
neighborhoods at night, seeing families at dinner and feeling 
all alone in the world.  I would have my own home, my own 
family, and I would share it with the woman I loved.     
          
    
  












    BROOKLYN AND BEYOND       
Two-plus years in the Navy followed by more than two years 
sailing as a civilian on cargo ships left me totally out of 
touch with reality.  I faced a lifetime of having to earn a 
living with no marketable training or skills.  The last civilian 
job I held was as a merchandising clerk in New York’s garment 
district, helping to assemble data to guide the buyers in their 
choices of clothing to sell to retail customers.  Using that as 
a starting point, I approached several headhunters with the idea 
of getting a position as a buyer, causing much merriment among 
those sharklike worthies.  If manufacturers were the princes of 
the garment industry, buyers were court advisors whose decisions 
determined the winners and losers of the season’s fashions, and 
becoming one of them would require a lot more training and/or 
experience than I possessed. 
 If there was ever a moment for an epiphany, that was it.  
Why didn’t I run, not walk, to the nearest college and sign up?  
Certainly, my love, Sydell, would have backed my play and I 
could have sold shoes or something part-time.  It is said that 
we always make the best decisions of which we are capable at the 
time but, for the life of me, I can’t reach back and justify not 
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continuing my education instead of beating my head against the 
wall for years to come.   
 I guess everyone who writes about his or her life, and 
feels some obligation to be honest about past events, recalls 
times that, in retrospect, seem totally stupid.  With no 
contribution on my part, my gene pool overflowed with attributes 
given me by my parents.  I was handsome, personable, 
intelligent, strong and healthy, and when I looked in the mirror 
all I could see was a guy who couldn’t get out of his own way.  
For too many years, my solution to everything was to follow the 
line of least resistance and rely on the assets that David and 
Celia had given me.  
 At any rate, after the pots, don’t call these pots, ma’am, 
these are waterless cookers, there was no place to go but up.  
Next came years in the vacuum cleaner business.  Overpriced, of 
course, but at least it was a good product that would serve the 
customer well.  Over the years, starting in 1950, I moved up 
from what we used to not-so-jokingly refer to as Living Room 
Bandit, to Branch Manager to Distributor.  My rapid climb in the 
company was gratifying but hindsight tells me that if I had 
applied the same skills and talent to a more prestigious 
product, such as real estate or stocks and bonds, I would have 
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been a lot further ahead.  During that time, my family grew from 
two to four.    
 Richard entered the world very reluctantly on May 23, 1952.  
Sydell had enjoyed a fantastic pregnancy.  Her always fast-paced 
activity was not diminished at all; she walked, exercised and 
drove until the day she entered Bronx Hospital.  Her 
obstetrician had a theory about weight gain, shared by many 
other physicians at the time and, as a result, she netted out at 
a three-pound loss after the delivery.  I am always amazed and 
aghast when I see young women use pregnancy as an excuse to 
stuff themselves and gain forty or fifty pounds, much of which 
is never taken off after the baby arrives.   
 When I say that Richard was reluctant, I do not mean that 
in any figurative sense.  After I was persuaded to leave the 
hospital, since delivery did not seem imminent, I went to my 
sister-in-law’s home to wait.  Some three hours later, I got an 
urgent call telling me to get my butt back to the hospital 
because Richard’s heartbeat was slowing.  My brother-in-law told 
me later that he was saying his prayers, riding shotgun as I 
weaved my way, speeding between the steel columns of the Third 
Avenue El, a system of raised train tracks that have since been 
torn down.   
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 I signed the permission papers and Doctor Kibell, a family 
obstetrician passed from cousin to cousin, performed a caesarean 
delivery, bringing Richard out in time to give him oxygen and 
save his life.  Meantime, Sydell was not faring well, the 
anesthesia having caused seizures.  I did not pray.  I couldn’t.  
I could not bring myself to talk to a mythical Supreme Being who 
would put my wife and son in jeopardy in the first place.  Fifty 
nine years later, as much as I envy people who find comfort and 
hope in their faith, I have zero belief.   
 I did not realize my lack of faith fully until the night 
that my son was born.  Sydell was experiencing a slow, difficult 
labor after having had an ideal pregnancy without physical 
restriction, nausea, or any other common problems.  Richard’s 
heart grew weak and we made the decision to have a caesarean 
delivery.  We still have the letter I penned to Sydell two days 
later while she was still in the hospital.  I wrote: 
“Darling, 
 I had a wonderful time today.  Being alone with you even 
for a little while was the nicest thing that’s happened to me 
all week.  Thank you for the date, sweetheart. 
 These are not, “Thoughts on Becoming a Father.”  Rather, 
they are thoughts of a husband. 
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 Once two people are past the courting stage, and have lived 
as man and wife, things like these I want to say to you just 
aren’t said.  Instead, there are the teasings, the scoldings, 
the arguments, the playfulness and the love acts. 
 First of all, darling, let me go back to one week ago.  The 
first time in my life I was truly frightened. 
 The hospital lobby seemed a mausoleum.  Al was wonderful—
silent but encouraging, steady.  Funny, how I used to laugh at 
caricatures of anxious husbands—pacing, smoking, asking 
questions of anyone who passed.  The floor indicator above the 
elevator door became a living thing—a little green monster whose 
gyrations were maddening.  The buzzer at the switchboard was the 
sound of hope and doom. 
 Above all, the unrelenting pressure of feelings of  
helplessness.  Why wasn’t there something, anything, I could do 
to help you?  You and the doctor were fighting to bring a new 
life to the world and I could do nothing.  Then, came the 
feeling of emptiness because I could not pray. 
 How calm the switchboard operator was when she told me all 
was well!  How strange to take a full, deep breath! 
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 The phone call from the doctor earlier that night was 
accompanied by a sensation of falling, then panic, then 
numbness. 
 The short talk with (Dr.) Kibell was reassuring—that is, 
until I went up to see you.  How can I describe that, Honey?  
How can I possibly put into words the way my heart went out to 
you?  Looking back, I must have felt as a father feels for a 
daughter—you were so small, so alone and so afraid. 
 I mumbled a few words of cheer.  What a vain attempt!  You 
were so anxious to believe what I said, yet the smell of fear 
surrounded us both.  The oxygen mask was like a living, slimy 
being that was trying to smother you. 
 Then I had to leave you.  Oh, how I wanted to stay and hold 
your hand, breathe for you, suffer pain for you.” 
(The letter continues after Richard is born.) 
 What a wonderful place the hospital lobby became! 
 I don’t know what I expected you to look like, darling, but 
you were very beautiful.  Your face was peaceful—the job was 
done.  Anxious thoughts remained about the baby, but you, my 
wife, my partner, my existence, were all right. 
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 According to the books, this is the time for me to make 
promises about the future for you and Rick.  Certainly, we know 
now that things never work exactly as planned.  We will continue 
to struggle, have worries, laugh, cry, live.  To be honest, 
right now I can only think of having you home where I can hold 
you, kiss you, love you. 
 There will be the trials of raising a child.  A very lucky, 
much-loved, much-wanted child.  There will be disagreements on 
how he should be raised.  One thing I know—he will have a 
wonderful mother—a woman who has proven herself tops as a wife 
and lover.  Yes, a very tender, exciting, passionate lover.  The 
jokes about, ‘Golden Hands’ will continue but I must confess you 
continually amaze me.  
 Darling, all this may be slightly incoherent.  I’m not 
trying to make sense—only trying to express my love for you. 
 What a tremendous thing our marriage has become!  The 
lovings and leavings of our courtship—the ups and downs of our 
early married days—all these parts that made the wonderful whole 
of our life today! 
 Dearest, the only sad part of all this is that I an not 
able to shower you with all the things you should have.  All the 
fabulous gifts I might give you run through my mind continually.  
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Instead, this must be my gift.  Written ramblings of a man very 
much in love. 
 So now we are three.  Rick has come to share our life.  
Later, there will be a smaller Rick or, possibly, a Karen.  
We’re going to be quite some family, Darling!  Thank you for my 
son.  I love you.” 
 In spite of my lack of piety, they both survived the ordeal 
and went on to be the beautiful people they are today.  I was so 
happy that I brought a wardrobe of skirts, sweaters and blouses 
to the hospital several days later and Sydell, having the same 
slim figure she started her pregnancy with, delighted the nurses 
with a fashion show.  Her record remains unblemished because, 
after sixty-two years and a second pregnancy, she weighs 109 
pounds, one more than the day we were married.  We returned 
joyously to our one-bedroom apartment in Queens where an LPN 
took care of things for a week after which she turned things 
over to my mother-in-law who stayed for two weeks more.   
 I haven’t said enough about the Jewish Saint, as we called 
Rose, Sydell’s mother.  I don’t think she’ll ever reach the 
point of being canonized but, twenty years after her death, she 
still earns my admiration, respect and love.  We always talk 
about the Rose gene, which manifests itself in her children and 
grandchildren whenever a worry-provoking situation arises.  I 
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can remember a train wreck on the west coast and Rose brooding 
because she might have known one of the passengers.  Not that 
she knew anyone traveling on the west coast at the time but she 
couldn’t ignore the possibility.        
 She swore and we believed that she hadn’t been with a man 
in the time between divorcing Sydell’s father around 1937 and 
marrying her distant cousin, Jack Penberg, 25 years later.  One 
possible flaw in this awesome tale of celibacy is the weekend 
cruise on the St. Lawrence River she took with Jack before they 
were married.  She didn’t say yes or no but evaded questions 
like a star running back on a broken field dash. 
 Rose was always there to help when we moved, which was 
pretty often for a couple that wasn’t in the military or 
corporate world.  Until the 1990s, or the first forty years of 
marriage, we never lived in a place for more than five years.  
Happily, except for relocation adjustment and one instance of 
strategic economic retreat, we always moved to nicer homes than 
the one we were leaving.  Rose arrived an hour or two after the 
moving people left and got busy.  That woman could get more done 
in a shorter period of time than her three daughters combined. 
 She was there to help when Karen was born four years later 
after we had moved back to The Bronx.  We were doing well, 
though I was still in the vacuum cleaner business, having earned 
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the job of branch manager with my office just a short walk from 
our new home.  We had a spacious apartment on the top floor of a 
six story building one block away from the Grand Concourse, a 
main thoroughfare.  Our garage was a few blocks away, but we had 
pickup and delivery service to our door.  Life was good and 
Karen’s arrival even better.  Since Richard had been delivered 
surgically, the doctor decided that Karen should come into the 
world the same way.  This time, instead of an emergency, 
delivery was scheduled well in advance on her projected due date 
of April 26, 1956 and it all went smoothly.  Instead of 
clothing, I brought jewelry to the hospital.  Karen wasn’t the 
beautiful baby we anticipated after the example set by Richard, 
but today she is a younger edition of her gorgeous mother and 
draws compliments from all directions. 
 Life continued on its profitable and enjoyable course for 
the next few years.  I was asked to expand my supervision to a 
small operation in Newark, New Jersey that my bosses had 
acquired.  I devoted two or three days a week to that project 
while continuing to manage my crew in The Bronx.  The logistics 
involved in directing this geographically challenged territory 
were wearing but the increase in income would help to buy pretty 
things for my new daughter.  After a short time, it was decided 
to move out of Newark to Union, New Jersey, where we rented a 
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pleasant, free-standing building in that suburb.  Down the line, 
eager to expand operations in their new territory, Sam Hammer 
and Jack Urove, the owners of the franchise, asked me to move to 
the Garden State, as New Jersey is known.   
 We moved to West Orange, New Jersey into a garden 
apartment, as a temporary measure until we felt knowledgeable 
enough to buy a home.  It was to be the best social and worst 
financial move we would make in the early years of our marriage.  
Pleasant Valley Gardens was named for the street upon which it 
was built.  Three-year-old Karen took it upon herself to 
introduce us to the new neighbors she had already charmed while 
we were unpacking.  The women who lived in the attached town 
homes on both sides did not work in that era.  The men, all of 
whom were convivial, articulate people were in the early stages 
of their careers.           
 Les Weissman, husband to Pat, was an internist with a 
practice in nearby East Orange; Stan Grand, married to 
Charlotte, had his PhD. in mathematics and worked nearby in 
research; Stan Wolfson, wed to Thelma, was a bacteriologist 
working in a small laboratory in Orange;  ‘Gil’ Gilson, spouse 
to Cynthia, sold women’s lingerie;  Bob Uphaus, married to June, 
the only working wife who taught dancing at Arthur Murray Dance 
Studio, sold fire alarms while he worked into the small hours on 
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his paintings, a few of which we still own; Bea Goldstein, a 
single mother and school teacher, lived in the townhouse 
touching ours.  There were other peripheral friends and 
neighbors but these were the ones with whom we danced and drank.  
Bob and Gil died early on but the rest have retired comfortably.                   
 My career, if it deserves that term, went downhill from 
there.  I won’t list all the sordid details except to say that, 
for the next twelve years I went from vacuum cleaners to 
encyclopedias to water softeners to insurance to vacuum cleaners 
to the bottom, which was delivering fur coats back to their 
owners after being stored for the warmer months.  It was, to me, 
a journey from one failure to the next, even though I managed to 
provide a good standard of living for my family in the process. 
 The second round of the vacuum cleaner business was 
undertaken with my partner in crime, Sol Mayer.  This man, who 
emulated Frank Sinatra in every way except the ability to sing a 
single note on key, became closer to me than anyone in my life, 
other than my immediate family.  That being said, while no day 
passed without moments of hilarity due to his uncanny ability to 
make life comical, he brought out all my least desirable traits 
and habits.   
 Sol Mayer and I had a love affair without sex that lasted 
for seventeen years, the last ten of which we were inseparable, 
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and ended only when I moved my family from West Orange, New 
Jersey, to Atlanta, Georgia.  We worked side by side for hours 
every weekday and then we spent time, along with our wives, on 
weekends.  For two summers, we even belonged to the same swim 
club where we played Gin Rummy for hours on end, interrupted 
only when I played a few sets of tennis.  Sol frowned on 
anything resembling exercise and moved only occasionally on the 
dance floor.  I have already said he was funny.  His humor 
didn’t depend on telling stories, although he did that well.  
Rather, he was able to find humor where no one else would think 
to look for it and share it with you.  His spontaneous laugh was 
evidence that he enjoyed his own material and I could only laugh 
with him.  When we disagreed, as partners often do, and I was 
ready to put my hands around his skinny neck and choke him, he 
would say something from left field and leave me helpless with 
laughter.   
 Sol and I both prided ourselves on our ability to do 
calculations speedily without gadgets or paper.  We drove Lippy, 
our accountant, crazy because even with the help of his 
calculator, he couldn’t keep up with us.  When we got into our 
annual income tax difficulties, Lippy sent Sol to negotiate with 
IRS.  A natural, instinctive salesman, Sol made interest and 
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penalty charges disappear.  If the tax person was female, the 
charges always went away.   
 We formed a partnership and created a small network of 
part-time salespeople spread around Greater New York and New 
Jersey.  At one point we had over 250 men and one woman 
working on commission in the evening and on weekends, selling 
vacuum cleaners.  I supervised the recruiting and training 
while Sol focused on getting the sales financed for 
installment buying.  That was the official description.   
 In reality we spent many of those nights in fashionable 
East Side bars or playing high stakes Gin Rummy against men 
with far greater gambling skills than we possessed.  Whether 
they were gambling skills or cheating skills is debatable, but 
the results were the same; losses of more money than we could 
afford.  When it all fell apart, for a month we delivered fur 
coats for his brother-in-law.  After that, Sol and I took 
separate business paths but remained close. 
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     CHAPTER VIII 
    NEW JERSEY TO ATLANTA     
             
 I applied for a job selling school enrollments for the 
Electronic Computer Programming Institute or E.C.P.I. at its 
office located in East Orange, New Jersey.  We had moved from 
our first New Jersey home in a small, friendly, garden 
apartment complex to a charming, wood siding, one-family home 
on a pretty, tree-lined street in West Orange.  This was true, 
Norman Rockwellian suburbia.  Best of all, we lucked upon a 
moonlighting fire fighter who kept everything in good repair.  
Bob even built us a window seat cabinet for our living room 
bay window.  He painted the exterior a warm gold color with 
black trim on doors and shutters.  
Not that I needed any help with the handy work.  I come 
from a long line of do-it-yourselfers and stand ready to 
perform any task involving carpentry, plumbing or electricity.  
One look at my equipment will speak to my expertise in these 
matters.  I own a hammer, two screwdrivers, a pliers, an 
extension cord and a plunger.  This vast array of tools is 
more than adequate for any household emergency.  My son, 
Richard follows me in this rich tradition of self-sufficiency.  
He boasts about the fact that, at age sixteen, he discovered 
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that a book makes a poor hammer.  I was better suited for my 
day job.            
 In response to inquiries or leads, my job was to go to 
the prospective student’s home to interview him or her and the 
family.  Automation was in its infancy and it would be some 
time before the use of computers would trickle down and rule 
our world.  Primarily, these students learned keypunch and 
acquired a decent background in Cobalt, the existing computer 
language.  The position paid commission only with no salary or 
draw, but I did well enough from the beginning to earn a 
living.  I was in love with the product I was selling.  
Looking back, perhaps my subconscious desire for more 
education prompted me to take as genuine interest in the 
future of the prospects I interviewed.  It was important to me 
that the person (almost exclusively male) take the matter 
seriously. 
 “Frank, I want you to tell your folks right now that they 
will not be throwing away this money for your tuition; that you 
are ready to work hard,” I said. 
 “Frank, I want you to show me where you will study,” at 




 The sales interview would often take more than an hour 
during which I led the prospect and his wife or family through 
the process of commitment.  I am proud of the fact that I never 
lost a prospect to buyer’s remorse.  By the time I left the 
house, everyone was on the same page to make the plan work.  I 
haven’t traced the post-graduate progress of any of my enrollees 
but it is safe to guess that, with the enormous strides of the 
computer industry, these people must have prospered. 
  If I was asked to rate myself as a salesman in those days 
I would have responded with a seven on a scale of one to ten--
slightly better than average.  On the other hand, using the same 
rating standard, I would have rated myself a nine plus as a 
teacher of sales and as a sales manager.  I maintain that there 
are born salesmen, those who instinctively know the right thing 
to say or not to say at the right moment.  I was not one of 
those at the time, although I more closely approach that ten 
today, possessing an insight that was blurred earlier by the 
pressure of paying bills and the fear of losing the sale.   
 While I did not lead the pack in enrollments, that slot 
being quickly occupied by friend Sol, whom I brought aboard, my 
persona and such things as useful contributions at sales 
meetings, etc. soon brought me to the attention of top 
management, and I was asked to take the job of Assistant 
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National Sales Manager.  The job was to travel to a handful of 
company- owned schools and about 100 franchised schools around 
the country in order to hire, fire and train their local sales 
managers.   
 Mike Lerner, the National Sales Manager, exerted a 
powerful, benevolent influence over me.  I can say in retrospect 
that he was the only boss in my long and checkered career to 
earn my respect and admiration.  Even when, over a period of 
time I came to recognize some of his warts and blemishes, he 
increased my management skills far beyond those I had acquired 
before meeting him.  I quote him regularly to this day, even 
though I haven’t spoken to him for over forty years.   
When he hired me as his traveling assistant I asked Mike 
how much authority I would have when dealing with our 
franchisees.  “If you need authority, you’re doing the job 
wrong,” he said, telling me that I was to persuade, not command.  
 When sending me on my first solo trip, he counseled, “Don’t 
call me unless it is urgent—-then don’t call me,” his way of 
saying I had to be self-sufficient.  One day, after being given 
additional responsibility, I asked him for a raise.  He replied, 
“Art, you’ve earned the job, now work on the money.” 
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I became an airline commuter; Sydell dropping me at Newark 
Airport early Monday morning and picking me up at whatever time 
on Friday evening, the only exception being trips to the west 
coast when I would be away from home for at least two weeks.  It 
was a whole new world for me, and I thrived on it for more than 
two years, during which time I replaced Mike as National Sales 
Manager when he assumed ownership of a franchise location.  My 
duties now included supervising two other travelers, and I took 
on the project of writing a comprehensive advertising, pro otion 
and sales manual for the franchise sales managers and owners.   
 The high spot in my travels was when I was asked to help 
open a school on Oxford Street in London.  I lived in a hotel 
near the new location for six weeks except during Sydell’s 
welcomed visit when we stayed at the posh Park Lane Hotel for 
five days.  It was her first flight out of the U.S. and she was 
thrilled.  Equally exciting for her was visiting all the tourist 
sites and events while I continued to work.  We had breakfast 
and dinner together, of course.  I remember in particular her 
discovery of a fondness for Indian food at a restaurant called 
Garland’s, and the most memorable Asian meal I have had to the 
present day, at a small place that served only The Chinese 
Wedding Feast, a three-hour experience that involved about 
twenty tiny courses, each delivered by a server from the 
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kitchen, which was located down a long flight of stairs.  It was 
a ritual that guaranteed fat customers and skinny servers. 
 I had to learn the protocols of British culture quickly or 
fail dismally in my efforts to get this school up and running.  
The sales technique employed in the United States was to ask a 
series of questions designed to highlight the fact, to the 
prospective student and his family or wife, that up to this 
point in his life, he had been less than successful.  After this 
reduction in stature in his own eyes and in the eyes of his 
loved one(s), he would be asked repeatedly if he was ready to 
change to a pattern of achievement and success.   
 “Mike, at this point in your life, why should your folks  
believe that you are ready to work hard and study?” or,  
 “John, please tell your wife why she should work to pay 
your tuition.” 
 These questions were asked in a matter-of-fact manner, 
without much warmth or emotion to elicit a truthful answer. 
  In order for the salesperson to do this, he had to 
maintain a distant and objective attitude, sometimes to the 
point of being cold.  An incidental part of this role was to 
refuse any form of hospitality; even a glass of water. 
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 In England that would have flown like a lead balloon.  
Refusing a cup of tea, which was offered the moment you walked 
in the door, would have been a grievous insult and would have 
closed down all communication.  I learned this quickly after the 
first two home interviews I conducted with the man I was 
training.  I quickly learned to assume the role of counselor 
rather than interrogator and everything went much better after 
that.   
The owner of the school was a young, affluent playboy who 
considered his new business a fun hobby.  He was bright and 
attentive for about four hours a day, but wanted company for 
gambling and extravagant dining at night.  I had to reverse 
fields with him and change a friendly relationship to a cool, 
business-only one that worked well.  By the time I left London, 
the carpenters and electricians had completed their work, and I 
had hired a full staff that went on to success. 
 My family suffered.  Not financially, because I was well 
paid, but because of my absence.  I was away for forty-eight 
weeks out of fifty-two, leaving on Monday and returning late on 
Friday.  In addition, most weeks I had to travel to company 
headquarters in the Empire State Building in New York on 
Saturday to catch up on paper work and touch base with my 
assistants.  At Sydell’s insistence, Richard and Karen 
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maintained quiet so Daddy could rest up from his last trip and 
store up some reserve for the next one.  Richard in particular 
needed more attention because he was going through some 
troubling mental and physical times, a lot of which I wasn’t 
even aware.  When and if I asked questions, his responses had 
been coached by Sydell to be positive but monosyllabic. 
 “How is school going, Rick?” I would ask. 
 “Fine, Dad.” 
 “Is that new first base glove working for you?” 
 “Yes.” 
 Nothing was said about my not being available to see his 
Little League games or the lack of stimulation in his classes.  
The overriding consideration, as dictated by their mother was,  
“Daddy it tired.  Don’t bother him or wake him.”  In her usual, 
selfless way, Sydell assumed all the burden of child-raising and 
keeping our family intact.  We came to realize later that we 
both could have done better; Sydell by sharing and me by 
assuming more responsibility. 
 As 1968 wound out, Sydell and I decided that it was time 
for me to come off the planes and spend time with my family.  
Because I did good work on their behalf, I was frequently 
offered jobs by the franchisees I visited.  Out of the six or 
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seven of these proposals, two seemed the most attractive: San 
Diego and Atlanta.  While the climate of Southern California 
certainly was the one to be preferred over the muggy heat of 
Georgia, our reasoning led us to Atlanta because of its closer 
proximity to family and friends on the east coast. 
 Norm Capps, the owner of the Atlanta school also owned two 
schools in Kansas City and Wichita, Kansas, and wanted me to 
oversee his three operations, with concentration on Atlanta, 
since it was in the poorest shape.  The plan called for me to 
live in Atlanta and visit the Midwest locations as often as 
necessary.  It was early in the school term and, not wanting to 
uproot the kids at that awkward time, Sydell and I agreed that I 
should go to Atlanta alone and live in whatever accommodations I 
could find while scouting out a future home for them.  
 Norm, the owner of the schools, agreed to pick up the tab 
for that expense, but after one month in a modest hotel he 
protested the cost and I moved to a furnished room.  That was my 
first mistake and one which I would compound by agreeing to his 
stringent demands for economy. 
 Norm was a bright, young executive who had made this 
investment in the schools while holding on to his lucrative day 
job.  Not at all averse to spending when it was done on his 
company expense account, he was penny wise and pound foolish 
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when it came to the school business.  This led to choking the 
advertising budget at a time when leads were needed to generate 
a decent enrollment.  Unknown to me, he expected me to dig into 
a pile of old and dead leads that had accumulated and come up 
with the golden egg of a crop of students--a task I attempted to 
do with predictably poor results. 
 In the meantime, with promises of an increased budget 
ringing in my ears, I went house shopping and came up with 
several choices for Sydell to check out.  She flew down for a 
weekend and chose a lovely new home in the fashionable suburb of 
Dunwoody, a bedroom community of Atlanta.   It was about 3500 
square feet on two floors plus a full basement, with four 
bedrooms, three baths and a huge den.  We marveled at the value 
available compared to new homes for sale in New Jersey.   
 The suburbs were and are anathema to me from the standpoint 
of intellectual famine.  We joined the exodus from New York City 
when we subscribed to the notion that our children would be 
safer and healthier if they were raised outside of the city.  
The error of our ways became apparent when we moved to West 
Orange, New Jersey and was grossly compounded with our move to 
the lovely subdivision of Kingsley in Dunwoody, Georgia.  What 
bothers me most about these new, middle-class strongholds on the 
outskirts of cities is the cookie cutter aspect that prevails, 
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with most home owners in the same age, income and family size 
bracket and confronted with the seemingly unsolvable problems of 
mediocre schools and crab grass.  Richard was at least a year 
ahead of the curriculum being offered by the St. Cloud 
Elementary School in West Orange when he transferred from a tiny 
back street public school in The Bronx and was still well ahead 
of his class in Peachtree High School in Dunwoody. 
 Although the imbalance would be somewhat lessened in later 
years, the Jewish population of Kingsley was less than five 
percent when we moved in.  Jews in Atlanta, at that time, tended 
to congregate in the east side of the city in neighborhoods that 
were older and more settled.  Homes were smaller and less 
attractive than those being offered a bit further out and were 
occupied by business and professional people who dealt with the 
population surrounding them.  Most of our Gentile neighbors were 
corporate types whose homes were regarded as places to stay 
until the next transfer took effect.       
 Our closest neighbor, in spirit and in location across the 
street on Brendon Drive, was a VP with Motorola who was 
subsequently transferred to home offices in Chicago, costing me 
the best mixed doubles tennis partner I ever had.  Evelyn Holt 
was one of the few women in ALTA, the huge tennis league in 
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Atlanta, who was fearless at the net and we won many matches 
together.   
 Tennis, one of the good things about the suburbs, became a 
big part of my life in our first three decades spanning from 
1969 to 1998.  I was better than average, having played off and 
on for many years, particularly during our ten-year stay in West 
Orange where public courts were within a short walk from our 
home and on the private courts of swim clubs we joined in summer 
months.  I started my career in ALTA, the Atlanta Lawn Tennis 
Association league, as number-one singles player on my team and 
moved down the pecking order to the lowest number doubles player 
as younger players with much more stamina took over.  I was a 
dedicated participant until one day in Hilton Head when I 
crashed into a fence while chasing a ball and that, combined 
with an attack of pneumonia, put me on the retired list.   
 For the second time in our married life, Sydell was the 
recipient of bad news just two weeks after making a radical move 
away from family and friends.  The first had occurred when we 
moved from New York City to New Jersey and I was downsized the 
day after the moving van unloaded our furniture.  This time, the 
blame rested on both parties.  I had performed far below the 
standards that Norm Capps and I had anticipated.  Looking back, 
I think my poor effort was due to being unable to work in a 
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vacuum.  I missed Sydell and the kids and I quickly tired of 
eating takeout food in my little studio.  Most nights, that 
consisted of three-legged chicken from Happy Herman’s, a small 
convenience grocery.  The other side of this chicken and egg 
story was that Norm, convinced that I would produce great 
results even without tools, would not spend the money to 
generate fresh leads.  As Yogi Berra famously said, “It was déjà 
vu all over again.”  Fortunately, we had a little money left 
over from the sale of our West Orange home because I pursued 
several sales opportunities with little or no results, and we 
faced big mortgage payments with a diminishing supply of cash.   
 Fortune, combined with an aggressive approach on my part, 
landed me the job of National Sales Manager for another chain of 
schools.  Sydell had taken a job with a reducing salon to help 
keep bread on the table.  In the light of future events, her 
stopgap job would be of more significance than my fancy title. 
 Learning Foundations was a nationally franchised tutoring 
operation, primarily for secondary school students who were 
having trouble keeping up with their classes.  It was in the 
pre-computer days of Programmed Instruction which employed 
teaching machines that enabled one instructor to tutor as many 
as ten students at the same time.  The concept grew out of an 
idea of a young man named Gary Pleger, who had just finished law 
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school but had no interest in practicing what he had learned.  
He and his Dad purchased franchise rights in H & R Block, an 
income tax service, for the state of Georgia, Northern Florida 
and part of South Carolina.   
 Because of Gary’s interest in education and the fact that 
his tax advising locations lay dormant most of the year, he 
installed tutoring machines for high school youngsters, focused 
primarily on math and reading, rare skills to be found in 
Georgian youngsters.  The concept grew and he employed people to 
sell franchises across the country until they were almost one 
hundred in number.  At that point, Fran Tarkington, pro 
football’s record-holding quarterback, bought the major interest 
in Learning Foundations as a hedge against the days when he 
would no longer be able to throw the long pass.    
 I applied at a timely moment because, while there was a 
plentiful supply of teachers who wanted to make extra money, the 
business end of advertising and sales was not keeping pace with 
the growth.  Such talent was virtually nonexistent in the 
college town of Athens, Georgia, more than an hour’s drive from 
Atlanta where headquarters and, not coincidentally, Gary 
Pleger’s home were located.   
 My background with E.C.P.I. was ideal for the job, and I 
moved in along with Fran to take the business from a good idea 
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to a flourishing enterprise.  I enjoyed a salary almost 
comparable with my stipend at E.C.P.I. with the valuable 
addition of more time with my family, since only forty percent 
of my time was spent traveling to other cities.  I had become 
quite specialized in the art of triggering a telephone response 
to a print or broadcast ad and this was more easily taught to 
franchisees than the ability to hire, fire and train sales 
managers, an ever present problem at ECPI.  Fran Tarkington took 
to calling me his Vince Lombardi after the famous footall coach, 
because of the numbers I helped franchisees to generate.   
 After about eighteen months, during which I had 
successfully serviced the franchisees and increase volume 
considerably in the company-owned locations, I was fired from 
Learning Foundations.  “Fired,” was not the word used because, 
in the Athens, Georgia, world, one was not that forthright.  It 
was termed reorganization and was accompanied by a decent 
severance amount.  In today’s terminology the cause would have 
been sexual harassment.  My casual, laid back style of 
management included making gender-oriented remarks that no 
manager would dare utter in these days of political correctness.  
In some cases, it included mild flirtation on my part when the 
learning center director was attractive.  
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The Directors of the company-owned learning centers in 
Atlanta were under my supervision and almost everyone was smart, 
attractive and, to some degree, aggressive.  One or two were 
teachers but, for the most part, they came from business and 
management backgrounds.  Frankly, when I compared a few of them 
with Sydell, who had not yet blossomed into the icon she was to 
become, they looked very attractive, and while I didn’t carry it 
beyond a good deal of banter and flirtation, it was 
inappropriate management behavior.  Gary Pleger, a born again 
Christian, who still owned a substantial part of the business, 
frowned on such practices.  Fran Tarkington, the majority owner 
whose checkered marital status would become a hot media topic a 
short time later, discreetly left the matter of my dismissal to 
Gary and smiled as he bid me farewell.  
    
             








    JOUSTING WITH JUDITH 
You just didn’t compare Judith to anyone else.  She 
compared herself to Elizabeth Taylor, Zsa Zsa Gabor and Helena 
Rubenstein but, after knowing her for a short time, you realized 
that she was one of a kind.  Born in Elizabeth, New Jersey, she 
spent her adult life telling people that she first came into the 
world in Budapest, Hungary, and was the most recent edition of 
Hungarian beauties and impresarios in the skin care and beauty 
business.           
 Her image was memorable.  Midnight blue metallic nail 
polish was worn day and night on fingers laden with heavy rings, 
when wearing jeans or sequined, formal dress.  Her jet black 
hair was pulled back tightly for speaking engagements a la 
Helena Rubenstein or teased to a cloud for dining or dancing, 
mimicking Liz Taylor.  She had an hour-glass figure, featuring a 
well-endowed bosom and, what she described as “curvy” hips, 
providing the over and under to a small waist.  The legs were 
disappointing, being quite straight, but the male appetite, 
being distracted by the rest of the menu, forgave that part.  
The face, with or without her expert application of makeup, was 
beautiful.  The Elizabeth Taylor comparison lacked only the 
lavender eyes, Judith’s being darkest brown.  Her attire was 
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openly seductive, always featuring deep cleavage and tightly 
wrapped hips.   All this hid a scheming mind and a void where a 
heart would normally beat.         
 Her legal name was Judie Santoro; that being the surname of 
the father of her two sons.  She left the older son with her ex-
husband in New Jersey and took Danny, the younger, more handsome 
one with her.  Her name became Judie Sans when she sang at small 
clubs and bars in New Jersey.  Later on, in a marketing strategy 
meeting, we agreed on Judith Sans as being a more appropriate 
name for a line of skin care products. 
Sydell was the first to be recruited.  She was working in a 
weight reduction salon and Judith, in one of her semi-annual 
post-binge eating, inch-reducing periods, became a customer.  
After several visits, she persuaded Sydell to work for her in 
skin care.  They would both be trained by a superb aesthetician 
named Margaret Edmonds.  I was employed as National Sales 
Manager for Learning Foundations and enjoying a decent income, 
so Sydell was able to apprentice without pay.  Being an adept 
student and having the loving hands for which she became famous, 
Sydell was able to duplicate Margaret’s techniques quickly.  
After seven weeks, during which time not even a bowl of rice 
changed hands, much less money, Sydell mustered the courage to 
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ask Judith for some compensation, citing the fact that their 
non-pay agreement was for four weeks. 
“Absolutely not,” Judith said.  “Our agreement was for two 
months!”  One of her major talents as a scam artist was the 
ability to pluck “facts” from thin air.  Sydell went another 
week without pay.   
The next step was classic Judith.  Always eager to avoid an 
investment, she convinced the operator of a woman’s fitness 
club, My Fair Lady, to allot some space for two facial tables, 
convinced Sydell to don Hot Pants, as she did herself, and they 
were off and running.  Hot Pants were shorts that were usually 
held up by a wide belt and barely covered the butt.  They were 
considered stylish at the time, having originated in England and 
were sexy and edgy as fashion sometimes dictates.  I loved the 
costume and Sydell looked sensational, as always. 
 Being great salespeople, they attracted enough club members 
to crowd their schedules.  It was a scene not normally witnessed 
in professional skin care.  While one woman’s face mask was 
drying, she was instructed to lie on a gym mat while a massage 
and mask were applied to another member.  They became so adept 
that they were able to double the number of treatments without 
diluting the quality.          
 When business flourished, Judith elected to move out of the 
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club at midnight to avoid paying owed percentage to the owner 
into a facility nearby she called Atlantis, Isle of Beauty, a 
space of nine hundred square feet on the second floor of a small 
shopping center.  The salon had six facial tables in one room, a 
tiny reception area and a back room that housed an infernal 
machine from Italy.  The contraption, called a Panthermal 
Machine, was supposed to oxygenate, rejuvenate and reduce the 
body while the client/victim was encased in a claustrophobic 
fiberglass capsule.         
 The work uniform for employees changed radically from hot 
pants to flowing togas and everything was painted or draped in 
powder blue, the thematic color Judith had chosen.   I was sorry 
to see the hot pants go, especially since the women subsequently 
gained inches, which were hidden by the folds of their togas. 
Pseudo-Grecian-Roman was the theme.  With Sydell safely under 
her spell, it was my turn to be seduced by Judith. 
 “Arthur, you are so good at recruiting students, I’m sure 
you could help us get some new clients,” Judith said one night 
while she, Sydell and I downed a bottle of wine in her den.  
 “I’m happy to help out, Judith.  I’ve had some thoughts 
about low cost ads I think can work,” I said as I walked into 
the spider’s web. 
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The idea of promoting a service other than education was 
appealing and there were no advertising tracks to run on, 
meaning that everything I did would be without precedent in the 
skin care industry.  A few New York operations such as Georgette 
Klinger and Christine Valmey ran Christmas ads and Merle Norman, 
a franchised mall cosmetics retailer, had done a little print 
advertising but that was all.  I could put my imagination to 
work.   Compensation was an occasional dinner out or cooked by 
Mama Elaine but nothing in the form of cash or check.  
Time passed. The business progressed, and I became more   
involved by adding some client tracking systems along with my 
promotional advice.  Judith was in and out due to meeting a new 
flame, Sal Massimino, with whom she began to travel.  We 
decided, or Judith decided for us, to sell our lovely, suburban 
home in order to buy a fifty percent share of the business.  A 
lawyer, who was a neighboring tenant in the little shopping 
center, drew up a scrap of an agreement, with which Judith took 
umbrage, claiming it showed distrust on our part.  That piece of 
paper proved to be a lifesaver years later when we sued her for 
a settlement of the partnership. In the meantime, we were off 
and running.  In spite of my protests when accused of male 
chauvinism, my day job had run its course and I was ready to 
devote all my time to this new entity.   
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Our new home was a modest but aesthetically pleasing, two 
bedroom apartment home, conveniently located off the interstate 
so that I could travel easily to the locations in Tucker, Sandy 
Springs, Downtown Atlanta and south of Atlanta which we opened 
in fairly rapid order.  Although small and affordable, the flat 
had contemporary style and access to a lovely swimming pool.         
For me, it was a needed respite from the weight of the enormous 
costs of the mortgage and upkeep of our large, suburban home in 
Dunwoody.  As much as we liked the comfort and expanse of the 
house, the bills were having a telling effect on our morale, 
which contributed to our willingness to sell in order to invest 
with Judith.           
 Two years later, we bought a condo in a charming 
development in Buckhead where we spent five years before moving 
to our next home.  At the condo, we had a hot tub installed on 
the patio of our condo behind a six-foot-high fence, which 
ensured privacy except when we climbed up and over into the tub.   
Naturally, any skinny dipping was done after the sun went down.  
A funny incident occurred when I was walking Rogue, our lovable, 
black poodle, along the street fronting a row of houses whose 
patios faced the upper level of our shared courtyard.  I stopped 




“Hi, my name is Arthur and this Rogue.  Our place is down 
below,” I said. 
“Oh, yes,” said the pretty, young woman, “You have the hot 
tub--we can’t see a thing!” 
I just laughed and backtracked with Rogue.  I’m still 
trying to think of something clever I should have said. 
The battle for Sydell’s loyalty began in earnest.  Using 
the bargaining chip of sisterhood, Judith wooed Sydell, who 
keenly felt the absence of family in Atlanta.  In spite of 
skepticism expressed by Richard and Karen, my dear wife was 
caught up by Judith’s charismatic campaign.  Thanksgiving and 
Christmas at her home were bountiful in food and spirits.  
Judith brought thoughtful little gifts whenever she returned 
from a trip with Sal.  Public displays of affection lavished on 
all of us by the diabolical damsel.      
 Along with those positive aspects, another insidious 
element was introduced in the person of an old beau of Judith’s 
from New Jersey, who visited every couple of months, bearing 
outrageous gifts and dinners in the best restaurants Atlanta had 
to offer.  Judith freely confided that he had “family” 
connections and had once been a bad boy, implying that he would 
do anything, good or evil, if she made the request.  Everything 
about him made this seem authentic and somewhat scary.  
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“So you two had better be good to me,” Judith winked.  We 
chuckled accommodatingly but the implication remained indelibly 
impressed on our minds.  
  In Sydell’s TV-implanted imagination, this became a factor 
in the business equation.  I freely admit that I was intimidated 
as well, albeit to a lesser degree.  We never got to the point 
of checking under the hoods of our cars for explosives, but the 
shadow of a threat always occupied a corner of our minds.  
The business prospered while the relationship deteriorated.  
Through Sydell’s and my efforts, one location had become six.  
All but the flagship location were tiny but each small location 
was profitable.  Judith decided to franchise Judith Sans 
Internationale.  She and Sal divided the sales chores while 
disregarding normal things like pro formas or projections, 
relying on Judith’s charisma to close the deals.  Discerning 
suspects quickly ran away but the law of averages prevailed and 
she signed up several franchisees.       
 At the same time, she declared herself a wholesale 
distributor of the products we offered for sale.  We chose not 
to participate in the franchising and were offered no part of 
the wholesaling.  It came to our attention that we, her 
partners, were being charged the same price, less ten percent, 
for products as was paid by the franchisees--without sharing in 
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those profits.  At the same time, as was revealed later, many of 
her personal expenses, such as membership in exclusive women’s 
business organizations, and travel expenses not covered by Sal’s 
expense account were being paid by the partnership.   
Judith offered me some money to advise her franchisees, two 
of whom were in suburban Atlanta, one in Savannah and one in 
Raleigh, North Carolina.   The chance to break routine and do 
something I knew well, appealed to me and the extra dollars were 
useful.   I tried my best to make these operations profitable, 
but the cards were stacked against them from the time they 
signed their franchise agreements.  In addition to a high, 
initial franchise fee, they were obligated to pay five percent 
of their gross revenue to Judith.  This translated to twenty 
percent of net profit before taxes and spelled doom for the 
operators.   Free site selection, offered as part of their 
agreement, consisted of less than a full day in a car with 
Judith, during which she made the choice of a site that “Could 
not fail” and guaranteed success.        
 The woman was a witch.   On my trips to Savannah and 
Raleigh she engineered two seduction scenes in order to drive a 
wedge between Sydell and me.  This would have strengthened her 
relationship with Sydell if I had been stupid or fallible enough 
to fall for them.  In the first instance, in Raleigh, North 
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Carolina, the director pleaded with me to demonstrate how to wax 
her legs and bikini, something I had never done and wasn’t about 
to try.  In Savannah, the owner invented an excuse to visit her 
boat where she proceeded to change her blouse in my presence.  
She was a beautiful woman but, once again, visions of Sydell and 
the scent of foul play thwarted Judith’s scheme.   It would have 
been a triumph for Judith if she could have disrupted our 
marriage, but her ploy fell short.  In spite of my well meaning 
but futile efforts, the franchises did poorly while the Judith 
Sans Internationale salons that Sydell and I supervised 
continued to show handsome profits.   
In the meantime, Judith, with the help of her lover, Sal, 
contracted to advise the second largest chain of hairdressing 
establishments in the world, primarily set up in department 
stores, on how to grow its skin care business.  Of course, this 
included selling them products.  Sydell was recruited to do the 
heavy work, which consisted of skin care classes for hair 
stylists held in an Atlanta motel.   They were flown in for two 
weeks of intensive training.  Sydell carried the major burden, 
assisted by a few of our people who demonstrated while she 
lectured.  My minor role was to supervise the logistics and 
teach some sales techniques.  That whole plan collapsed when the 
hairdressing company came to the realization that their limited 
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space in department stores would be more profitably devoted to 
hair hair styling than to skin care. 
In the early days of television, Sunday night in prime time 
was owned by Ed Sullivan, a newspaper columnist turned variety 
show host who captured the highest ratings.  One of his star 
attractions was a juggler who made frequent appearances and 
whose act featured keeping a half dozen plates spinning while 
suspended on upright sticks.  He would run furiously to catch a 
flagging disc just in time to give it another whirl to keep it 
in motion along with the others.  This was precisely the manner 
in which Judith managed her affairs.  While touring the world 
with Sal, who was a publisher of trade journals, she enjoyed the 
fruits from the labors of folks like Sydell and me, franchisee 
fees, product manufacturing and sales to a national corporation.   
Her list of crimes, moral and legal, is long but nothing can be 
taken away from her raw intelligence and instinct for making a 
buck at someone else’s expense.   
Our accountant was in Judith’s pocket.  Seduced like 
everyone else, this poor excuse for a CPA assisted Judith in 
confining our share of revenues to a meager salary plus a 
shopping spree for booze at Christmas time, which we shared 
equally.  In all fairness, there were other perks: dinners, some 
small divisions of cash.  The biggest perk was a car for Karen, 
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our daughter and one for Danny, Judith’s son, along with the 
rent for their accommodations at the University of Georgia.  We 
did not get to see the real books, so we had no idea how little 
these perks meant in the overall profit picture.  
Well, Arthur, you wimp; why didn’t you insist on full 
disclosure of company finances?  
As details of her sleight of hand came to light, I seethed 
while Sydell pleaded with me not to make waves lest a bomb blow 
up our home with us in it.  Richard and Karen, having a more 
objective view of the situation and living out of bombing range 
in their own apartments were all for a showdown, but it was slow 
in coming.  Overall, we were in that relationship almost ten 
years.            
 War was now officially declared.   We engaged the services 
of two attorneys.  Shelly Friedman, in addition to his own tax 
practice, was in-house counselor to one of the prominent law 
firms of Atlanta.  Richard had done some business with him 
previously when he was one of the proprietors of a short-lived 
bar in Buckhead and had come to trust him. We followed a time-
honored tradition and sought out a short, Jewish lawyer.  Judith 
hired a Jewish attorney as well, but he was tall, which put the 
odds in our favor.  In true short-Jewish-lawyer tradition, Ron 
Kaufman explained that our case was weak, with a victorious 
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outcome depending solely on his legal skills.  In spite of being 
stature challenged, Ron had a great presence and a pit bull’s 
tenacity.  I enjoyed the depositions in retrospect, being too 
tense to take pleasure in them while they were in progress.   
In answers punctuated by four-letter words, Judith made it 
clear that we were ungrateful, undeserving, lacking-in-talent 
serfs who had turned on their benefactress and had to be 
disposed of.  As a matter of fact, two months earlier she had 
done precisely that by calling the police and having us escorted 
from the premises.  It came without warning.  Sydell and I were 
in the office when an employee stuck her head in the door. 
“You’re needed up front, folks,” she said.  “Somebody is 
here to see you.” 
Thinking nothing of it beyond curiosity, we walked to the 
reception area where we saw a uniformed police officer. 
“Arthur and Sydell Harris?” he asked. 
When we replied in the affirmative he told us that he had 
been instructed to escort us from the premises.  Now, prior to 
this, neither of us had ever been confronted by a police officer 
for anything beyond driving a little too fast.  The mere sight 
of a police car in the rearview mirror always produced a 
pronounced tightening of all sphincter muscles--and here was a 
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uniform, smack dab in the reception area of our own business, 
ordering us to leave!  This officer of the law was politely but 
firmly requesting us to vacate the premises of the business we 
had built from scratch.  After calling Rob Kaufman for guidance, 
Sydell and I meekly complied and left the scene. 
    Judith claimed that we were employees who owned no share of 
the business.  She evidently had forgotten that she signed what 
was little more than a sheet of paper when I bought my half 
interest in the company.   At the time of signing she was highly 
indignant that we showed so little trust as to request something 
in writing but, fortunately, I stuck to my guns and got it 
signed.  After all the shouting, recriminations and depositions 
it was this paper that got us a small portion of the amount she 
had stolen from us but enough to help us get started in our new 
endeavor. 
Those depositions were a circus.  Jim, our CPA, was so much 
a captive of the witch that he perjured himself.   He had been 
complicit in cooking the books to avoid taxes and was obviously 
at his point of no return.  In spite of the fact that we had 
proof of our partnership, Jim swore that we were merely Judith’s 
employees and, therefore, not entitled to any fiscal settlement.  
We suspect, to this day, that his testimony was influenced by 
bribes, either monetary or physical, from the Wicked Witch.   
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  We managed to net about $40,000.00 after the smoke 
cleared, which was enough to start building our future.  We had 
been able, by having our personal income tax prepared by an 
outside accountant, to conceal the fact that Sydell’s father had 
committed the sole act of generosity in his miserly life by 
leaving Sydell and her sisters an inheritance.   We were still 
sweating out the possibility of a car bomb planted by Judith’s 
legendary friends in New Jersey, but at least we had the 
foundation on which to build our about-to-be new business.   
Through all of this sturm und drang we had the solid 
support of our children.  Being one step removed and more 
perspicacious than we, they had distrusted and came to despise 
Judith for several years.  She had taken advantage of their 
skills; Karen’s cheap labor in the salon and Richard’s budding 
expertise as a marketer, claiming that all their contributions 
came under the heading of family obligation.   Karen at least 
got a Ford Pinto out of the deal but only to balance one given 
to Danny Santoro.   Of course, Prince Daniel traded his in for a 
flashier vehicle in less than a year.    Whenever our resolve 
weakened, Karen and Richard were there to help stiffen our 
spines with their enthusiastic cheerleading.  As upset as I am 
to be writing about this dismal chapter in our history, it helps 
to make the point that, as Sydell likes to say, every time a 
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door closes another one opens.  This time the door was opening 
to the opportunity of our lifetimes. 
First on our to-do list was a visit to the Georgia office 
of unemployment.  It was a brand new experience for Sydell and 
me. At age 55 neither of us had ever drawn an unemployment check 
in spite of the fact that we had had more than a few 
opportunities to do so.   I can’t recall whether it was a matter 
of pride, embarrassment at being seen on that line, or we just 
didn’t deem it a fitting thing for us to do, but we had never 
taken advantage of the standing offer by New York, New Jersey or 
Georgia at times when it would have been legitimate for us to 
collect.  Certainly, all my years of work and paying taxes 
entitled me to this compensation.  At any rate, there we were on 
line and answering questions every week so that we had some 
income while getting ready for our business venture.    
We had every reason to believe that we would be successful.   
Even though Judith’s name had been on the door, her frequent 
absences meant that most of our clients didn’t know what she 
looked like.  In the later years, Sydell had done most of the 
public appearances and had been accepted as the face of Judith 
Sans Internationale.  The settlement dictated that we could not 
contact our clientele but Atlanta, in spite of its phenomenal 
growth, retained many qualities of a smaller community, and we 
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knew they would find us, especially when we incorporated under 
Sydell’s name.   I don’t make any pretense of modesty and I feel 
I was the driving force in creating our business but Sydell’s 
charisma and the public relations image of her we created is 
what brought people to our door.  Arthur’s Skin Care would have 
been a total disaster.   
We knew that former employees would not follow us.  Most 
important was the fact that they were doing well in the business 
we had built and could not be expected to venture into the 
unknown; there was the uncertainty that their clients would 
follow them;  they feared Judith’s wrath and they believed the 
lies that she told them.  People who had sworn their love for us 
turned their backs when bombarded by propaganda generated by Sal 
Massimino.            
 One of the final, dramatic episodes was a meeting of key 
people in the Sans operation presided over by Judith and Sal.  
Our lawyer advised us, in spite of our reluctance, to attend the 
meeting for the sake of the record.  Judith was quiet but Sal 
did everything he could to humiliate us while we sat there 
without saying a word, as instructed.  
“I want to welcome the loyal members of our staff to this 
meeting,” Sal said.  “This does not include Sydell and Arthur 
Harris who are no longer members of this firm.  In spite of 
159 
 
their efforts to drag your company down, we will continue to 
grow and prosper.” 
I fidgeted, my mouth opening in preparation for a response, 
when Sydell, sitting beside me, put a cautioning hand on my 
thigh.  I contented myself with taking notes that might be 
helpful later. 
Lyn Ross was the only person with the courage to speak.   
“I don’t understand.  Aren’t they part owners of Judith 
Sans?” she asked. 
“Never have been and never will be,” Sal smirked. “The 
police showed them out weeks ago.” 
There were more cheap shots taken at our expense.  It was 
an excruciating experience and it had a lasting effect on key 
employees seated at the table who left with the impression that 
we were rightfully defeated.       
 Two wonderful exceptions were star aestheticians, Marie 
Benoit, who walked out immediately and Lyn Ross, who followed as 
soon as we opened our door for business.  We didn’t have room 
for more in the beginning but we suffered severe disappointment 
when dozens of people who owed their success to Sydell and me, 
did not even call to wish us well.   After Judith’s business 
failed, several of them came to us and we hired a few but none 
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proved to be assets, perhaps because of the earlier parting.  
Lyn Ross, after a couple of years, moved on to become extremely 
successful in her own business.  She had been in her own 
business in California before moving east to Atlanta and she 
still had the entrepreneurial itch.  We are proud that she 
credits us with a great deal of her success. 
Marie Benoit has allied herself with a physician and works 
in medical aesthetics.  Karen and Richard remain close with 
Marie and she and daughter Maggie are always invited to our 
important occasions.   We have stayed on friendly terms with Lyn 
but do not see her as often as we all would like.  
We decided that we would start our new business in the best 
possible physical shape.  We joined the Lenox Fitness Center 
and, while Sydell spent her time walking around the indoor 
track, I played racket ball and worked out.  We did it almost 
daily while we spent the rest of our time preparing for our 
opening.  I had put on some extra pounds by feeding my 
frustration during our time of litigation and managed to take 
them off.  Weight Watchers helped.  As part of my plan to attack 
our new challenges in the best physical shape I could manage, I 
joined a nearby chapter of Weight Watchers as the only male 
among a dozen clients.  The office was housed in a two-story 
structure resembling an ageing motel in Buckhead, which had so 
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far escaped being sacrificed for higher density occupancy.  
Meetings were held weekly. 
Part of each session of behavioral modification is the 
ceremonial weighing in, similar to a very popular TV reality 
series, The Biggest Loser.  The ritual began with a visit to the 
restrooms to deposit any disposable ounces that might tilt the 
scale in the wrong direction.  At the same time, everyone hit 
the soft drink machine for a can to be consumed immediately 
after weigh-in.  This latter move was dictated by the fact that 
nobody had hydrated for the last six hours, hoping to rig the 
numbers in his or her favor.   
Suspense sucked all the oxygen out of the room until 
results were announced, at which time the losers(winners) and 
the gainers (losers) consoled and congratulated each other. 
“Way to go, Sheila,” one would shout. 
“Atta girl, Ellen!” we chorused. 
We had fun while mentally forming new goals to be achieved 
before the next meeting.  Over the course of about eight weeks, 
I achieved Goal which was 180 pounds, my weight when we were 
married 33 years earlier.  This, of course, has increased slowly 
but surely, adding twenty pounds over the years. 
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The ultimate accolade came in the locker room of the 
fitness club we belonged to as I walked nude from shower to 
locker.  A member in my age peer group commented in passing,  
“I used to have a body like that.” 
Now, after I weigh myself in the morning, I say to myself,  “I 
used to have as body like that.” 
The Judith Sans chapter of our life was closed.  I was 
called on twice in later times to make depositions in suits 
brought by franchisees who had been duped by Judith and, I 
confess, it brought me great pleasure to testify on their 
behalf.   The last time I saw Judith it was in court on another 
matter.  She had aged beyond her years; overweight and jowly, 
she bore no resemblance to the vibrant personality we had known.  
 She had conned a fellow member of the Women’s Commerce Club 
into giving her a ‘bridge’ loan which she never paid back.  The 
woman, a former attorney who had become a professional painter, 
got a court order and backed a truck up to Judith’s lavish condo 
and proceeded to empty the premises of art objects, furniture 
and accessories a lot of which were quite valuable.  Judith was 
suing her for restitution, claiming that the stuff belonged to 
her mother.  The judge threw it out before I could have the fun 
of testifying.  We knew just when Judith had purchased some of 
the objects and Mom Elaine was nowhere in sight. 
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       CHAPTER IX 
   OUR FAMILY BUSINESS IS BORN   
Strategy dictated that we choose a location in Buckhead, 
close to the East Andrews address which we had made so 
successful for Judith Sans Internationale, in order to 
capitalize on the relationships we had with those clients.  It 
is common wisdom that a service business such as skin care draws 
primarily from its immediate neighborhood.  Since there was no 
site to our liking on East Andrews Drive, we went around the 
corner to a more prestigious and more recognizable space on West 
Paces Ferry Road.  I say ‘space’ because the building did not 
yet exist. 
Our final settlement with Judith stipulated that we could 
not contact any of the people with whom we had become close over 
the years but there were ways other than direct solicitation, 
the first being the use of Sydell in the name of our business.  
We settled on SYDELL – SKIN CARE AND COSMETICS, which wasn’t 
exactly charismatic but clearly established our identity.   
 West Paces Ferry was the highest profile address possible 
in the area and the brand new structure about to be built was 
next to 103 West; at that time the hottest, high-end restaurant 
in the city.  It was to be a one story building housing two 
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small businesses that would cater to the surrounding population.  
Neighbors on the other side included Celebrity, a shop that 
specialized in dressy clothing for Buckhead matrons; Marvin 
Gardens, Atlanta’s most exclusive flower shop; and 18K, a 
jewelry store with artisans who could create any bauble Madame 
might desire.  At the time, the space that would contain 
Celebrity was empty, having been a real estate office.  The  
building, and the site of the new, smaller structure to come, 
was owned by Jimmy Jones. 
 Jimmy was a fat, young builder in whose pudgy hands rested 
our immediate future.  The fickle finger of fate pointed to him 
as the creator of, for us, the most desirable site for our yet-
to-be-born business.  He was fresh out of school but he wasn’t 
too young for us to see him as a lying, conniving schemer who 
would delay our dreams for what felt like eternity but, in 
reality, was only six months.  Eager to start, we negotiated a 
rental agreement for the empty real estate office until he had 
our building ready.  The war of nerves began. 
 “But Jimmy, you promised,” I remonstrated any time I could 
catch him, trying to hold him to the targeted opening day.  
 “Ya’ll relax,” Jimmy would say when he was in a good mood, 
or, “Read the Contract,” if he had a hangover.  We had chosen a 
surly midwife to help birth our baby business. 
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 Four busy months elapsed before we moved into our temporary 
space, time needed to pull together all the things we needed to 
get started in our new venture.  It was important to secure some 
extra capital so that we weren’t operating with what gamblers 
call Case Cash, that scary amount located just above the bottom 
of the coffer, when every bet is placed with fear of going 
broke.  With the help of our accountant, Gerry Benjamin, who 
handled the negotiation, we obtained an SBA loan using the 
strategy of declaring Sydell the sole owner.  It was a time when 
minorities in general and women in particular were getting 
favorable attention from loan officers as feminism rose to its 
heights.  The amount was $25,000.00; just enough to ensure that 
we could reserve some of our funds for personal expenses during 
construction.           
 The loan was made with the stipulation that the bank would 
pay construction and vendor invoices without our touching the 
money.  That meant I would make weekly trips to the loan officer 
so that he could sign off on the fact the money wasn’t being 
used for booze or bookies.  The banker and his secretary made 
the transactions as pleasant as possible, but without erasing 
the feelings of humiliation I felt as a supplicant.  I think 
those negative feelings helped develop the defensive stance I 
would take in dealing with lending institutions.   
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 While Jimmy and the bank played with my head, Sydell and 
Karen whipped the temporary space into shape.  We weren’t about 
to build walls for the short occupancy so they created walls,  
doorways, and even draped the ceiling and walls of our only 
restroom, with colorful fabric.  Meantime, Sydell turned one 
tiny upstairs bedroom of our small townhouse condo into a 
training center where Karen, Marie and I learned to do facial 
treatments the way she wanted them done; methods that would be 
handed down directly and indirectly to hundreds of aestheticians 
in Atlanta.  
 Karen’s decision to join us was a joyous one.  She had 
recently returned from almost a year in London, where she worked 
as a trainer for a company that wanted to open an 
American/Friday’s restaurant operation in that city.  Her job 
was to translate American practices for young men and women who 
would be serving British customers.  She returned to this 
country worn thin, mentally and physically, by the stresses of 
the job and managers with whom she had worked; now she was a 
beautiful woman whose youthful prettiness had been refined into 
a striking, sophisticated but fatigued image.  She burst into 
tears as soon as she felt her mother’s arms around her. 
“It’s so good to be home,” she said.  “I’m glad I had the 
time in London, but the people were so mean to me.”    
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 It was our chance to narrow the gap that had been created 
by teen and college years during which she had learned to 
survive without our help.  Karen elected to return to 
aesthetics, her part time job when she was in high school.  In 
those days we had clients who loved wearing artificial lashes, 
not the clumps worn by Mae West types, but artfully applied 
individual lashes that were glued to each natural lash.  Most 
clients had them repaired every week and replaced once a month.  
A funny incident took place when a client’s husband pulled into 
their driveway unexpectedly on the day she was to come to us for 
a new set.  In her thinking, it could not have been more serious 
if she was in bed with another man because her husband had no 
idea that she wore artificial lashes, thinking that his pretty, 
young wife was entirely natural.  She panicked, ran out the back 
door, jumped into her car, sped to our salon, got a strategic 
repair, and raced home to blink her eyes and lashes at him in 
true Southern fashion.   
 Sydell and the other aestheticians hated the job, so 
fifteen-year-old Karen sat patiently and applied those lashes 
one by one until they were perfect.  It’s easy to see why she 
has gained the reputation of being the anal member of the 
family.  Everything she does is executed with precision.  Her 
choice to resume her career as an aesthetician was made more 
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difficult by the fact that she was consuming well over a pack of 
cigarettes a day, a habit she started in college after nagging 
me to quit for a lot of years.  
 “Daddy, please don’t smoke,” she would plead from the back 
seat of the car when I lit up.  “Daddy, it’s making me sick!” 
 In my defense, those were the days before we knew the harm 
that came with secondhand smoke, and I wasn’t about to pause in 
my constant ritual that consumed three packs a day.  Sydell 
never bought a pack though she occasionally joined me in smoking 
a cigarette after dinner or sex, but never took up the habit.  
Richard, partially due to allergies and asthma, but also because 
he just didn’t care for it, never smoked cigarettes.   
 One day, shortly after my fortieth birthday, a business 
associate and reformed smoker cornered me one day.  John was a 
dapper, gregarious man who was doing a great job as my Assistant 
National Sales Manager, going one way on a plane each week while 
I took another.  We met to compare notes at the Empire State 
Building headquarters on Saturdays when we completed our paper 
work.  When we finished our tasks, I leaned back and lit one of 
my special Nat Sherman cigarettes, a long, slim tube that burned 
so erratically I had a collection of holes in my shirts from 
falling embers.  I sometimes saved a shirt by having a monogram 
sewn on whatever spot the cinders had landed. 
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 “Art, Do you enjoy sex?” John asked. 
 “Does a bear dump in the woods?  Of course, idiot,” I said. 
 “Do you agree that good sex is physical exercise?”  John 
followed up. 
 “Yes,” I said, speaking at length in my finest articulate 
style.   Then John came up with the clincher. 
 “Do you agree that smoking cuts down on your ability to 
exercise?”  John smirked in his best, prosecutorial manner. 
 I quit smoking.  Cold.  Well, I did finish the open pack in 
my pocket, but that was it.  Strangely, Sydell didn’t realize 
what happened until two days later when I called her from Kansas 
City. 
 “Did you notice anything unusual this weekend?” I asked 
coyly. 
 “Unusual?  No.” She replied. 
 “Look around,” I said, milking the moment to the last drop. 
 “Nothing unusual,” she reported.  “What is it, Art?  I’m 
busy.” 




 “Oh, my God!” screamed my wife, who becomes quite pious in 
moments of excitement.  They’re clean!  You didn’t smoke!  She 
began to laugh and cry at the same time.  “Oh, honey!”   
 For her it meant less housework; for me more sex.  What 
they call a win-win situation.  I had discovered that I was not 
an addicted smoker but a habitual smoker.  I knew I was 
officially cured when, six weeks later in Tampa, Florida, after 
a forty-five minute, emotional conversation with Richard, I did 
not run to the cigarette machine I knew was a few steps from my 
door.  Today, I have the usual quitter’s lack of tolerance for 
those who walk around with telltale tobacco odor and I feel 
ongoing pride that I am not one of them. 
 Now it was Karen’s turn.  Being the honest person she was 
and is, she said she couldn’t advise clients about their health 
and skin if she was a smoker and, if we would agree to tolerate 
her bitchiness for a while, she would quit.  She followed my 
lead and quit cold and hasn’t smoked another cigarette since 
that day.  Today, almost thirty years later, at age 55, she 
looks 15 years younger.   
 “That’s what a Dad is supposed to say,” one might respond, 
but while I admit to some parental bias, everyone who meets her 
agrees with me.  The combination of almost forty years of 
professional skin care and her mother’s genes has produced her 
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virtually flawless complexion.  Like her mother, she grows more 
beautiful as she ages, especially when compared with others in 
her peer group.  Her hazel eyes make steady, direct contact and 
send the message that what you see is what you get.  At the time 
of this writing, she is a two-year survivor of kidney cancer 
surgery and has one doing the work of two very well.  That 
traumatic episode changed her take on life from viewing the 
glass as half empty to seeing the glass half full. 
     ***       
 It was opening day for the Gypsy Fortune Tellers and the 
gaily festooned, draped space bore no resemblance to the real 
estate office that had been there.  Sydell, whose name would be 
on the door when we got a door to put a name on, was in a 
corner, using a portable sewing machine to produce caps and 
gowns for clients to wear while having their facials. Thanks to 
our bullying and screaming during hours spent talking to the 
phone company, we had a telephone but no receptionist, so 
whoever did not have two hands full would pick it up when it 
rang.  Our appointment book was one of those little ones given 
to us by a beauty supply shop; it had just enough columns for 
the five of us who were available to perform facials.   
 Two years earlier, when we were still part of Judith Sans, 
the Georgia legislature got around to passing a law requiring 
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aestheticians to be licensed and we all took the exam.  I 
remember being busy and, just for kicks, decided to take the 
written exam without studying, relying on my seldom used talent 
for test taking to carry me through.  It worked and I became the 
first male to be licensed for Aesthetics in the State of  
Georgia.  There are still clients around who will testify that I 
gave the best neck and shoulder massage they ever experienced.   
 I have never asked a psychologist why I feel more 
comfortable in a room full of women than I am with a bunch of 
good old boys.  I often invoke the time-worn phrase, “I’m a 
lover, not a fighter,” that we have all heard expressed many 
times but, in these times of fierce competition between men and 
women in the business and professional worlds, it is not as 
significant as it once was.   At any rate, with some small 
concessions for political and social correctness, I have no 
problem hanging out with women in groups although I’m not the 
fastest starter out of the gate when engaged by one woman at a 
cocktail party.           
 In the first place, I find small talk generally inane but 
that is the lesser obstacle compared with trying to hear what is 
being said when there is a lot of background chatter.  I do a 
lot of head nodding or shaking, mimicking the direction her head 
is moving in.  Television interviews show this same funny bit 
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when the pundit and his guest hit a sincere note by 
synchronizing the motion of their skulls, often while obviously 
not paying attention to what the other is saying but waiting 
impatiently to air their own opinions.   
 In a salon or spa, where a state of client undress is the 
rule, it is inevitable that embarrassing incidents will occur in 
spite of all precautions.  Like the day a first-time client, 
after listening but not listening to detailed instruction from 
me, suspended her treatment robe, which is normally tied snugly 
under the arms, around her neck, exposing her breasts.  I 
executed a Navy-taught about face with great alacrity and sent 
Karen in to adjust the garment properly.  The woman was a good 
sport and the embarrassment was all my own. 
 I mentioned in earlier pages my poor conduct on other jobs 
as an executive when dealing with female subordinates.  I am 
proud to say that from the first day we opened the doors of our 
business, I have set the example for an environment in which 
women can feel totally secure while doing their jobs.  In the 
few instances when male clients make improper advances, they are 
shown the door quickly and quietly with our request not to come 
back.  All of our employees, male and female, know that we will 
never cater to a client’s snit by embarrassing one of our own 
people.  When it comes to proper conduct, I have always felt the 
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client is not always right.  He or she deserves the best service 
and consideration we can offer but not when it means sacrificing 
the self-respect of an employee who is correct in her approach 
to the situation.   
 After six months of badgering Jimmy Jones, our new space 
was ready for occupancy.  I would not be proud of the floor plan 
I drew up if we were doing it today, but, at the time, it was 
far ahead of anything else Atlanta had to offer.  In sixteen 
hundred or so square feet, I created eight facial positions in 
four double rooms, each of which was divided by a hospital-type 
curtain that could be pulled back for friends or couples.  We 
had a manicure space, a body massage room complete with 
adjoining shower, two restrooms, a lovely, intimate little 
office for Sydell in which she interviewed clients and 
employees, office space for myself, an employee break room, and 
space for laundry machines and storage.      
 The reception area was small but decorated in perfect taste 
by our designer friend, Franye Waide.  A mirrored wall and doors 
hid our product inventory while a second mirrored wall with 
shelves behind the reception desk displayed samples and offered 
easy access for sales.  We still have a wonderful carved wooden 
elephant with a glass top in our family room at home that 
occupied a place of honor in that reception area.  Our kids 
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don’t love it as much as we do, but we hope they won’t use it 
for firewood when we pass it on.   
 It was time for Richard to join us.  He was not nor did he 
ever have any interest in becoming an aesthetician, but he 
brought with him his talent for branding and marketing learned 
and burnished in the restaurant business.  Currently, he was 
working as manager of the Cabana Café, a popular bistro in 
Birmingham, Alabama, owned by his dear friend, Jack Prater.  It 
was a great young bachelor experience but not a suitable 
showcase for his talents.  He had been in the food business long 
enough to establish a successful track record but it had run its 
course, and we were delighted to have him aboard. 
 It is important to note that, at the time and as long as 
Sydell and I were actively part of the business, there was never 
a doubt about our short- and long-term success.  Even when cash 
flow dried up temporarily and Sydell and I didn’t take a salary 
so that our people could be paid on time, there was no question 
in our minds that the future was rosy.  Richard was an essential 
part of that plan for several reasons.  First of all, he had 
already proven his skill at Guerilla Marketing, as he called 
promotions that were executed at little or no cost.  He had 
applied his magic to restaurant promotions that were invariably 
successful.  Most important, Richard has an enormous sense of 
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family pride and has always given of himself unselfishly in 
order to promote the business and our family well-being.   
 Richard and I were a great marketing team from day one.  
Not that we always agreed, but the brainstorming sessions always 
produced workable schemes that moved the business forward.  
Baseball lore glorifies the double play combination of Tinkers 
to Evans to Chance, and Sydell Skin Care became home to another 
great combination.   It was Richard, whose efforts brought 
prospective clients in the door, to Sydell and Karen along with 
their co-aestheticians who treated and sold, to Arthur who 
completed his transition from salesman to manager and supplied 
the glue that held it all together.   
 Already balding at age 30, when he joined us in business, 
Richard looks like me, handsome, but is the mirror image of my 
father.  I am still the runt in the family having shrunk to 5’ 8 
½” from my former five ten, but Richard remains a very erect six 
feet tall who appears taller due to his posture.  He has his 
mother’s blue eyes and gregarious disposition, holding forth 
whenever he finds an audience.  Always creative, his avocation 
and future profession is painting.  Self-taught, he applies his 
talent for innovation to techniques previously unknown in the 
field of abstract art.   
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 Richard and I part ways when it comes to lifestyles, I 
being married for sixty two years while he has always been 
single in spite of notable relationships with beautiful women 
over the years.  Shawn, turning 30 and a hunk by any standard, 
is Richard’s surrogate son, the offspring of Connie, the woman 
who most captured his heart.  Shawn was just beyond toddler 
stage when Richard met Connie who had been recently divorced.  
Tragic circumstances took both Connie and Shawn’s dad from him 
at a young age at which time he turned to Richard.  The two men 
have a close relationship and we love Shawn and welcome him to 
all our family celebrations.  Richard proudly attended Shawn’s 
graduation as Master of Arts in Divinity at Duke University 
several years ago, when Shawn presented him with a bumper 
sticker reading, Duke Dad.   
 As I write this during difficult economic times when our 
business is in jeopardy, I find myself torn between being proud 
that Sydell and I offered Richard and Karen an opportunity at a 
time when they needed a boost up and questioning whether they 
might have been far more successful if they hadn’t been tied to 
the family business.  I believe that Richard’s fertile mind 
would have brought him greater rewards in other pursuits while 
Karen would have achieved greater peace of mind if she had been 
distanced from family business ties.   
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 It all worked fine at the time as clients flowed in, were 
treated to outstanding service and brought others to help grow 
our little company.  Within a year and a half on West Paces 
Ferry Road, we were bursting at the seams and went looking for a 
second location.  This had all been planned, knowing that three 
households would be a strain on one small operation.  As a 
matter of fact, in our pre-computer early days, every sales tool 
and system I devised was created with a much larger business in 
mind.  When we did become computerized, a major portion of what 
I had done was simply digitalized to make it more efficient.  
 This was my chance to put all of my thoughts related to 
sales into action.  I reviewed my career in sales, retaining 
what I felt was viable and in keeping with our mission of 
helping clients to look and feel better and discarding any 
manipulating practices I had learned in my early years.  There 
is a reason why a poll taken in a high school or college class 
will yield no votes for a sales career; nobody wants to be sold 
anything.  Buying, especially discretionary purchasing is an 
enjoyable experience.  Being sold brings a lack of self-esteem 
because you have surrendered your decision-making autonomy to 
the persuasive powers of a salesperson.  Even when the service 
or product you purchase proves to be a wise and useful choice, 
it wasn’t completely your wise choice.  I was determined that 
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our clients would leave our salon feeling rewarded and confident 
in having made a choice to purchase that moisturizer or that 
series of treatments. 
 Folklore posits that a salesperson should follow the old 
trial lawyer’s standby, “Never ask a question unless you are 
sure of the answer.”  In my early sales manager days I used to 
teach men and women that their questions should be a statement 
with a little tail of a query such as, “This picture will make a 
great statement in this room--don’t you agree, Mrs. Jones?” Of 
course, this was accompanied by a vigorous nodding of the head 
in an effort to get the prospect’s head moving in the same 
direction.  In my early years as a ‘living room bandit’ such 
tactics were considered correct and were performed consistently 
and successfully by one-call closers, a term that describes a 
salesperson who will not come back but always goes on to someone 
more susceptible to his presentation.   
 Today, no one is identified as a salesperson.  They have 
become representatives, associates and account executives.  I 
did not have to change anyone’s title because they were 
aestheticians, massage therapists or nail technicians who made 
clients aware of the products and services they offered.   
 Aestheticians, or skin care technicians, were taught not to 
answer any questions regarding costs until a client’s treatment 
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was completed, at which time the client would be dressed and 
seated with them in one of the intimate spaces we provided.  
These spaces were alcoves rather than closed rooms so that a 
client would not feel confined or trapped.  The very first move 
was to hand the client a mirror so that she could see the 
improvement in her skin after her treatment.  Then the client 
would be shown the result of her analysis, which was sketched on 
an outline of a face on the back of the questionnaire she had 
filled out.  Then the aesthetician was to ask a few simple 
questions: 
 “Mrs. Simpson, would you like to correct the condition I 
have shown you?” 
 “Do you believe we can help you?” 
 “Would you like to hear my recommendations?” 
 A negative response to any of these questions would bring 
the interview to a close along with a warm invitation to return 
any time in the future.  At this point, the less-than-hot 
prospect might purchase products in lieu of contracting for more 
treatments. 
 I do not write any of this as a training manual but to show 
that we never pushed or pressured a client to spend money.  
After a treatment, whether it was complimentary or paid for, she 
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believed in us or she did not, and pressure would only serve to 
embarrass both parties.        
 Early in my sales career I learned, “The close of a sale is 
the natural conclusion to an effective presentation.”  Each 
component of the client visit--the charming decor, the 
cleanliness, the soft music, the lighting; the love and caring, 
the dedication to well-being, was carefully planned and 
executed.  Each front desk greeter, technician and housekeeper 
was indoctrinated to the concept that the client comes first. 
Too few establishments understand the true depth of performing 
good service, choosing to substitute price and pressure for 
courtesy and caring. 
 Our clients were given careful and complete instruction in 
how to take care of themselves at home.  We knew that the time 
spent in our salon, while being largely responsible for 
improvement in skin condition, depended to a great extent on 
client follow-up in her daily regimen.  In addition, rather than 
the often heard, “You must be satisfied or your money will be 
refunded,” I taught our people to say, “If you are unhappy with 
any product, we want to buy it back.”  We understood that the 
poorest advertisement is the jar that sits on the bathroom shelf 
where it can be seen every day as a reminder of a bad purchase.  
When a Buckhead dowager returned a jar of moisturizer that was 
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half-empty, we cheerfully gave her money or credit.  If a 
service was performed with less than satisfactory results, it 
was done over at the client’s convenience with no charge.  It 
meant a momentary loss, but our good reputation grew 
exponentially.  Coupled with these policies was a basic mantra 
that I repeated over and over again.   
 “Sell nothing that the client does not need or will not 
use; sell everything that they need and will use.” 
The early days were happy ones.  There was the young wife 
who had just given birth to the couple’s second child.  Her 
husband, wanting to reward her and demonstrate his love, 
conspired with us.  When she came to redeem a gift certificate 
he had given her for five hours of services, later famously 
known as A Day With Sydell, we asked her to leave her car keys 
at the desk in case we needed to move her vehicle.  As soon as 
she was safely in a room, he came in, took her keys, and drove 
her car to a dealer where he bought a new station wagon she had 
admired, drove the wagon back, tied it with a big ribbon and 
parked it in front of our door.  When she went to get her car 
and shrieked with excitement, we all cried.   
 Equally touching was a young woman, fresh out of college, 
who came back and told us that we were responsible for her 
getting the job she wanted with a public relations firm.  We 
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knew better than to take complete credit for that one, but there 
was no question that improved self-confidence in her appearance 
helped to clinch the deal.   
 Touching lives and making them better became an everyday 
occurrence at the little salon on West Paces Ferry Road in 
Atlanta and the best part was that we never came to take it for 
granted.  Yes, we got excited when we created a $600.00 sale 
from a complimentary facial and there was a spirited competition 
for biggest sale of the day, but those things paled in 
comparison to the bride-to-be who cried when she saw her face in 
the mirror after Sydell or Karen performed makeup magic in a 
pre-wedding look.  We even earned lifelong gratitude from a 
young woman who was able to become pregnant because Sydell 
recognized a hormone imbalance and recommended an 
endocrinologist who helped the woman regain hormonal balance 
that restored fertility.   
 While we felt sure we could earn a good living in the skin 
care business and enjoy the intangible rewards of helping people 
look better and feel better, we would never get rich.  The field 
is too labor intensive, requiring a technician’s total 
involvement with each client, plus the costs of infrastructure 
such as front desk personnel, bookkeeping, housekeeping, etc. to 
provide large profits.  The only profit icing on the cake comes 
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from strong product sales, but aestheticians are notoriously 
poor salespeople, considering sales to be crass commerce and 
beneath their calling.  The exceptions are those who realize the 
importance of the maintenance performed by clients between 
visits to their care giver.   
 We had spent long hours testing product samples provided by 
manufacturers around the country.  Sydell Skin Care and makeup 
products followed the path taken by most undercapitalized 
entrepreneurs in the field.   We slapped inexpensive transparent 
labels on the same products being sold by a hundred or more 
practitioners, including four or five in our city.  They were of 
good, proven quality but designed for maintenance rather than 
treatment.  They served the purpose—clients would buy a bag or 
bags full after a proper consultation with an aesthetician.  The 
next step was to provide one or two manufacturers with our 
packaging: jars and bottles of standard size and design but 
screened with our logo and information.  This gained us more 
exclusivity and all but eliminated comparison with competitor’s 
product offerings.  
 For more than two decades we have gone to step three which 
is to contract with a laboratory to produce products made to 
conform to exclusive formulas which we own and which are 
designed to treat rather than simply maintain the skin.  Our 
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laboratory produces pharmaceuticals and like products for other 
companies and is a leading innovator in its field.  For one 
reason or another, we have failed to realize our original dream 
of owning our own laboratory and packaging facility.  
 A fiscal adventure and disaster occurred when we formed an 
alliance in later years with Marcel, a manufacturer of makeup in 
Montreal, Canada.  Marcel was a master at blending color for 
lipsticks, blush, foundation, eye and lip liners—-a complete 
line of makeup we marketed under the name Echange de Maquillage, 
or Makeup Exchange.  They were quality products but their cost 
prompted us to cut sales commissions, at which point the 
employees all but ignored them in favor of focusing on skin care 
products which paid a higher percentage. 
Along with an increasing flow of people brought in by word-
of-mouth praise from happy clients, we had developed a series of 
ads that appeared in the Atlanta Journal Constitution, our 
city’s only major daily newspaper.  Each ad featured a 
discounted introductory facial for new clients under a catchy 
headline.  We came to realize that each ad had to run for two 
consecutive weeks so that slow responders got a chance to reply.   
 One key to our success was to sell a ‘Series’ of three or 
six treatments at a discount in return for payment in advance.  
For the most part, we offered six treatments for the price of 
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five.  With everyone’s help, I designed the entire operation to 
function as steps to a sale.  Whoever answered the phone was 
trained to sell the idea of a free skin analysis.  It is a 
common error for a telephone operator to ask a prospect to 
commit in advance to spending money.  A free analysis calls for 
only a commitment of time with the option of spending money only 
if there is a need for a service.  This served to minimize the 
commitment necessary for a prospective client and, at the same 
time, stimulate curiosity on the part of the caller.  
 Every person who came to us was regarded as a potential 
lifetime client.  I explained to our people that the youngster 
in torn jeans is probably carrying Daddy’s credit card along 
with his permission to spend at will.  Too often, a salesperson 
will make a snap judgment about a prospect’s ability to buy 
based on appearance, advanced age or youth, or simply as a 
result of personal bias.   
 The search began for the second location.  We enlisted the 
help of the Atlanta Chamber of Commerce, whose library provided 
the demographic information we needed.  We knew that we wanted a 
location surrounded by offices, a fairly dense, high-income 
population and female residents who were in the career rather 
than the child-raising phase of their lives.  Apartment and 
condo dwellers were preferable to new homeowners with a list of 
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projects that would consume their incomes.  Since computers were 
not yet available, we combed our client list manually and stuck 
pins in a large scale map to show where they came from. 
 None of this success would have happened without the 
amazing sales talent of Sydell, Karen, Lyn, Marie and others 
that followed in their footsteps.  It is all very well to 
conceive of sales tools and techniques but without the talent to 
implement the plans nothing happens.  Salespeople with heart who 
truly believe in and prove that what they say is true are the 
driving force in the growth of business in America.  Something 
was lost when Sales became Marketing in the lexicon of business.  
I like to say, “A sale is the panacea for all ailments, real or 
imagined.”  It stretches the point but there is no denying that 
closing a sale makes one feel mighty good.  
 In the short space of eighteen months, during which we 
added ten people to our original crew of five, the flow of 
clients, fueled by Richard’s and my marketing collaboration, 
exceeded our ability to accommodate all the requested 
appointments; it was time to expand.   
  





       GROWING PAINS 
The answer was the Cumberland area, located at the 
intersection of I85 and I285, the beltway surrounding 
metropolitan Atlanta.  Demographics showed this area had the 
second highest family income, our present location being number 
one on the money list.  Karen Friedenberg, our commercial real 
estate agent, came up with the Galleria, a high-end, small 
specialty shopping center with restaurants that was attached to 
the Stouffer Waverly Hotel, a new, 300-room, four star 
operation.  This structure was part of a Class A office complex, 
that had three buildings completed and three more ready to go up 
as prospective tenants committed to leases.  It was picture 
perfect and the landlord was so eager to fill space that they 
paid for the entire build out, which I designed with a technical 
assist from their architect.  
 Located on the-second floor balcony of the shopping center 
atrium, we had 2800 square feet, considerably larger than our 
West Paces Ferry original.  We spelled out S-Y-D-E-L-L in 
lighted letters, 18 inches tall in hot pink.  I will never 
forget the excitement of my ninety-year-old mother, in town for 
Karen’s wedding when she walked into the atrium and spotted our 
sign.            
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“Oh, look!” She exclaimed to Sydell.  “It’s your name!  And 
so big!” 
 We felt like we had hit that home run, made the last second 
touchdown or were voted Homecoming Queen.  We had told her about 
our success to that point and, being in full charge of her 
faculties, she understood what we said, but seeing is believing 
and her excitement brought tears to our eyes. 
After passing through the entrance corridor into the 
atrium, our name could not be missed.  Part of the deal was 
office space for Richard and me, as well as for a bookkeeper.  
The office was 400 square feet of windowless space located near 
the spa on a back hallway.  When Richard and I went to lunch we 
always requested a table next to a window so that we could have 
a daylight break.  It was an ideal arrangement because it 
enabled Richard and I to manage the spa, while he focused on 
marketing and I kept track of the money.  Sydell would pop in 
frequently but devoted most of her time to directing the West 
Paces Ferry location.  
 For a few tense weeks, when construction was already 
underway, we had a Red Tape crisis involving authorities in Cobb 
County where the new project was located.  I interviewed a 
candidate for a massage therapist position, and he advised me 
that I should apply for a special county license to perform 
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massage.  When I went to the proper bureau I found out that the 
license I sought was one usually required by massage parlors.  
These were disreputable places where questionable sexual 
services were performed.  
 “But we don’t do any of those things,” I protested. 
 “You do massages, right?” the matronly woman at the front 
desk asked. 
 “Yes, but ours are therapeutic massages, like those in a 
gym,” I said 
 “Makes no difference, you have to have a massage parlor 
license.  You can take it up with Mr. Whoever (I don’t recall 
the name).  He’s the Cobb County supervisor.” 
This virtually meant we could not open because it 
stipulated such things as requiring same sex massage therapists, 
eliminated evening and weekend hours which were essential to us 
and labeled us as sex purveyors.  The GOB (Good Old Boy) told me 
that I would have to appear before the County Commission to 
plead my case.  When I asked him what others had done, he 
admitted that no such license had ever been issued in Cobb 
County.  I found the newly appointed County Manager, a man named 
King.  It turned out he was aptly named because, when I went to 
see him, armed with evidence of our reception in Fulton, the 
191 
 
neighboring county, and testimonial letters from influential 
clients, he rescinded the regulation and reprimanded the GOB who 
had caused all the difficulty.   
 Massage had gained a prominent place in our menu of 
services.  Men, who ran from the thought of a facial or 
manicure, may have experienced massage at the gym or country 
club and were willing to try us.  Women, who had indulged in 
body massage while their husbands were playing golf and owning 
far fewer hang-ups than the male of the species, welcomed the 
respite from stress.  As the years progressed, massage would 
come to equal all of our other services combined in volume.      
 Both locations, even though primitive in the light of spas 
we would open in the future in terms of plumbing and amenities, 
were immensely successful.  Each had achieved a positive cash 
flow from its first day of operation and grew from there.  Those 
first two locations moved us rapidly toward the high profile 
position we would occupy in the city of Atlanta.  Oddly, each of 
those locations enjoyed a short life. 
     *** 
 The sixteen hundred square feet on West Paces Ferry Road 
felt more and more like a financial prison because we could not 
accommodate the demand of present and future clients.  Opening 
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at the Galleria had relieved some of the pressure but, 
especially on weekends, we had to defer appointment seekers for 
weeks, during which a percentage were lost.  It was time to 
expand and our neighbor resisted all our offers to pay for his 
move elsewhere.  Understandable, with all the traffic we 
generated for them.  A new, high-rise office building with 
retail space on the ground level went up across the street on 
the site formerly occupied by Sears.  We made an appointment to 
visit their site.   
 The first stop on the agent’s tour was a Dog and Pony Show 
centered on a spotlighted scale model located in their well-
appointed leasing office.  It showed a future development of 
four high-rise office buildings, the eighteen-story building we 
were in being the smallest of the quartet.  In addition, there 
would be a big hotel, thousands of feet of retail stores and 
restaurants; a city within a city.  We salivated over the 
prospect of all the residents and customers including us in 
their spending habits and signed a lease for thirty-two hundred 
square feet for ten years plus two five-year options.  We could 
barely contain our excitement.   
 We hired Bill Johnson, an architect/designer whose 
restaurant work enthralled son Richard.  This was with good 
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cause because Bill was to become the foremost restaurant 
designer in the city.  
 “I had dinner in an incredibly beautiful restaurant the 
other night,” Richard said. 
 “I don’t want to open a restaurant,” I said, showing my 
lack of vision. 
 “We need to talk with this architect.  He is extremely 
talented and his use of lighting is very special,” Richard 
insisted. 
 “I don’t want to open a restaurant,” I said.  If you’re 
going to be that dense, it’s worth repeating.  
 Richard prevailed and Bill created a lovely space for us.  
In later years, I would not question Richard’s artistic sense. 
Bill Johnson produced a work of art for us using his signature 
strengths of lighting and color.  The relatively bright 
reception area led to a slightly dimmer corridor lined with 
manicure tables on one side.  As the client proceeded into the 
warm, womblike interior, lighting, wall color and floor covering 
became more and more subdued.  The space didn’t always function 
perfectly, with some flooding and erratic air conditioning at 
times but the design was aesthetically superb and business 
increased accordingly.  With add-ons, this Buckhead location 
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would eventually occupy eighty-five hundred square feet; a 
labyrinth of corridors and rooms.  
 Meanwhile, the powers that be decided to convert the 
charming specialty mall at the Galleria to a convention center.  
We decided, correctly, and to the eventual dismay of retail 
tenants who chose to stay, that this kind of activity was not 
suitable for our business and moved to Cumberland Mall, a 
regional shopping mall on the other side of the major 
thoroughfare nearby.  It was the first time in the nation that a 
Day Spa would occupy space in a regional shopping mall.   
 SYDELL – SKIN CARE AND COSMETICS which had become SYDELL – 
THE FACE AND BODY SPA, now metamorphosed into its present 
entity, SPA SYDELL.  Cumberland Mall was to be profitable for a 
long time but, because the mall aged and became less popular, 
this location was destined to lag behind some of the others.   
 The first omen of a less-than-exciting future was the 
hiring of the architect, a man named Rob Miller who happened to 
be a professor in the subject at a Carolina university.  His 
most memorable line was, “Curved walls do not cost any more than 
straight ones,” and proceeded to eliminate straight walls from 
the blue print.  These curves met other walls and spaces in the 
strangest ways.  Not that any of this was apparent to clients 
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but the poor workability haunted us for the entire occupancy.  
I’m sure it made a handsome addition to his portfolio. 
 The next, and most memorable, opening took place in the 
Perimeter area of Atlanta adjoining the northern stretch of the 
beltway that surrounds the city.  Our lawyer and dear friend, 
Shelly Friedman, predicted dire consequences for this one and 
could not have been more mistaken.  It was to become one of our 
most successful operations in spite of the fact that it was 
located in what was then suburbia.  I had never wanted to open 
in a place surrounded by young or almost-young families who had 
just moved into new homes.         
 My reasoning was that these women had pages full of to-do 
projects, all of which took precedence over taking care of 
themselves.  These were people who left their purses locked in 
their cars so that they would not be tempted to spend more than 
the $12.50 for the advertised special facial.  Our target client 
had always been the affluent matron or the career woman with 
disposable income because they understood the importance of 
making a strong first impression.   
 Richard changed all that and the entire complexion of the 
business when he started to sell gift certificates.  This was 
long before the days when gift cards could be purchased in any 
supermarket or pharmacy from a rack that covered scores of local 
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businesses.  Our gift certificate, designed by Marjorie 
Morestein, an extremely talented graphic designer, was and is 
letter sized and enclosed in a handsome burgundy portfolio and 
is hand written with names to and from and an appropriate 
message.  It was spectacular and sent our numbers for Christmas, 
Mother’s Day and Valentine’s Day clear off the chart.  It became 
the no-brainer, last-minute gift for husbands, sons and lovers 
in Atlanta.  These certificates were to become the number-one 
factor in speeding our growth. They even solved our employee 
recruitment problems because they guaranteed a steady flow of 
clients with no effort on their part.  Richard liked to say that 
we were responsible for more romance than any other business in 
the city, when wives and sweethearts enthused over the gifts.  
 As would be the case with all of our new locations, the 
target date for opening Perimeter came and went without the 
event coming to pass.  We were supposed to open before 
Thanksgiving in plenty of time for the Christmas rush.  It 
didn’t happen.  One reason was not the fault of our contractor.  
There was just thirty-four hundred square feet available in the 
newly constructed shopping center on Perimeter West.  Richard 
came up with the idea of digging a little deeper on the back 
end, enabling us, with a slight raise of the roof, to create a 
mezzanine large enough to accommodate four additional massage 
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rooms and an employee break room in this six-hundred square foot 
space accessed by a stairway.  Best of all, although we had to 
pay for the additional construction costs, this new space was 
rent-free since we were charged only for the square footage on 
the ground floor.  Aside from all the additional bookings, it 
paid for itself in saved rent very quickly.   
 Thanksgiving came and all we had was raw space with cement 
floors and exposed wiring.  These times call for entrepreneurial 
thinking and we responded.  We borrowed an idea from trade shows 
and erected pipes from which we hung black drapes, shutting off 
all but the first fifteen feet of space from view.  Then we hung 
two large fluorescent fixtures with chains from the ceiling.  
The reception desk was several saw horses topped by sheets of 
ply wood and covered with a cloth that reached to the floor.  A 
few calculators and two devices to swipe credit cards plus a 
cash box completed the picture.  A banner over the store front 
announced that gift certificates were for sale.  We were ready. 
 It was an entrepreneurial dream that came true.  Lines of 
people, many of whom thanked us for coming to the burbs, formed 
to buy our gift certificates.  
“This is great!” enthused one young husband, “My wife has 
wanted one of your facials, but she’s a busy lady and didn’t 
want to take the time to travel across town.” 
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“You saved my life,” bubbled a portly, middle-aged husband. 
“Hey, thanks for opening here, my girl friend will be 
excited,” said a tall, lean young man. 
 We assured them all that they would be able to start 
redeeming their gift certificates in a few months at that 
location or immediately at our locations in Buckhead and 
Cumberland.  We took in enough money to pay for all our 
equipment, furnishings and amenities such as showers and steam 
rooms as well as a substantial portion of the build out.  All 
this before we performed the first service for our clients. 
This location went on to become highly successful before 
moving a short distance away to a larger space. 











    LIFE AFTER SPA SYDELL 
It was time for Sydell and me to think about the next phase 
of our love affair.  We had passed the seventy-year milestone in 
our usual manner; Sydell ignoring her decade marker and I 
celebrating mine with a big, catered party in our home.  Life 
was good.  We had started traveling a few years earlier, our 
first venture being a cruise to Alaska with Rosalie and Paul 
Meltzer with whom we grew up in The Bronx from the time Sydell 
and I first met.  The trip to Alaska was just the first in a 
series of shared travel adventures over the years.  Rosalie is 
Sydell’s first cousin but that relationship has long been 
overshadowed by our friendship.   Sydell was Rosalie’s Matron of 
Honor at their wedding and Paul drove us to our hotel after 
ours.  We have attended each other’s important occasions and, 
even though our children are no longer close, a deep fondness 
exists.  Rosalie, an outspoken extrovert is the unofficial mayor 
of their condo development in Long Island, New York.  Paul, at 
the other end of the social spectrum, is a private person with a 
passion for Jazz and a generous love for the few people he holds 
dear. 
 A few years before retiring, we became the proud owners of 
a second home in Hilton Head Island, South Carolina about a four 
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and a half hour drive from Atlanta.  Hilton Head is renowned as 
a golfer’s paradise but my interest was tennis.  Years before 
our purchase, we made a ritual trip there for the week between 
Christmas and New Year’s Day.  We always stayed at a four star 
hotel with tennis courts.  Sydell didn’t play but she was 
content to walk on the beach while I sweated on the court 
against opponents arranged by the tennis pro.  I was a better 
than average player, especially for my age and usually came out 
a weary, sweaty winner.  We chose that time of year because, 
before gift certificates became the driving force of Spa Sydell, 
it was our slowest week.  Part of every visit was a day’s tour 
with a real estate agent, trying to make a dream come true.   
 The realization of that dream was everything we wanted it 
to be and more.  The corner house in a building holding five 
attached dwellings faced on a quiet cul-de-sac with a generous 
deck that looked out on a marshland reservation, teeming with 
wild life.  It was as big as our home in Atlanta with close to 
three thousand square feet on two levels.  It had three bedrooms 
and the master was complete with dressing room, Jacuzzi and 
double shower.  A favorite spot for reading and napping was a 
glassed-in sunroom which provided great views of the marsh on 
inclement days.  Sitting out on the deck with cocktails in hand 
in the early evening was the ultimate in attitude adjustment, 
201 
 
while we watched graceful white herons and, sometimes, hundreds 
of migratory birds stopping on their way north.  Deer tripping 
across our yard were commonplace.  We owned the house for eleven 
years, but it was underutilized because Karen and Richard 
couldn’t find the time to make the trip.  Truthfully, after a 
while it got to be a bit of a drag for us.  It was too distant 
for a short weekend and required five days to make the trip 
worthwhile. 
 We still visit our dear friends, Mitch and Susan Brach, our 
former neighbors who have since moved to a lovely home in Hilton 
Head Plantation.  We go there for four or five days sometime 
during each year and we never miss our ritual visit to celebrate 
the arrival of the New Year.  Champagne, martinis and Mitch’s 
superb roast followed by Susan’s flourless chocolate cake 
guarantee a proper start to the new calendar year.  Susan’s  
Family Law practice, bolstered by Mitch’s management skills, is 
flourishing and there are hints of a judgeship if she so chooses 
in the future.  
 Almost all of our closest friends are a decade or more   
younger than we are; partially by design and partially due to 
the fact that so many of our older, former friends have passed.  
Most of our peer group are, “Too sot in their ways,” as the 
local saying goes, and insist on spending a major part of any 
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conversation discussing who just died and what hurts most that 
day. I have been known to declare ground rules in certain 
company. 
 “Okay, guys, you can have fifteen minutes to talk about all 
deaths and ailments.  After that, conversation has to be 
lighter.” 
 Now, our dear friends, who range from late twenties to 
early seventies, might make some concessions like speaking a 
little louder for me, but, for the most part, show no respect 
for our octogenarian status.  At this point, we can still keep 
up on the dance floor, at the bar, and during dinner 
conversation.    
Our home in Atlanta was lovely and almost work-free.  It 
was a cluster home in an upscale neighborhood among twenty other 
detached but close homes.  A contract landscape company 
maintained the small plot, and except for a few flowers planted 
by Sydell, there was no outside work involved.  It was a great 
party house with the living room one step down from the dining 
room in one expanse opening to a generous deck.  It was the site 
of our employee Christmas party before the staff grew so large 
we couldn’t hold them. Some years later, with over 500 
employees, we had to hire space in hotels or catering spaces for 
holiday parties.  The decision to move from that house was 
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triggered by our time spent in Hilton Head, where the bedroom 
had a high ceiling and a glass wall that looked out on the deck 
facing acres of marshland.  In contrast, our bedroom in Atlanta 
was dark with a low ceiling.  We debated pushing one wall out 
and installing more glass but decided instead to move to our 
one-story villa in Buckhead.  
 One Monday morning, when we were driving back to Atlanta 
from Hilton Head, Sydell’s cell phone rang with a call from 
Richard.  He had moved into his newly acquired home in Chastain 
Park, a popular residential section of Buckhead, a year earlier.  
Now, Brenda Reeves, the realtor who had found his house, which 
he loves, and knowing we had been considering a move, showed him 
a house nearby.  It was owned by a realtor friend of hers, Judy 
Cooper, who unexpectedly had to move to Seattle.  Richard was so 
enthused with the place that he insisted we meet him on site 
before we unpacked from our weekend. 
 “Mother, don’t go home.  You have to come here first,” he 
insisted. 
 “Where is here?” Sydell asked, taking a literal approach. 
 “You have to see this house I’m in.  It hasn’t been listed 
yet and—you just have to see it!”  He was in true Richard sales 
mode and, following his directions, we detoured. 
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 We had seen about a dozen homes that were offered for sale 
but none had qualified.  The one we liked most was a big, 
handsome new home, “Too big to handle,” Sydell grumbled but the 
main reason we rejected it was highway noise from a nearby 
expressway.  That didn’t bother me because all I had to do was 
take out my hearing aids but she balked. 
 After living at the end of a very short driveway in our 
cluster home, the football field length of the drive leading to 
the cream-colored stucco house was impressive.  I had always 
wanted a ranch house but builders, finding them to be less 
saleable, put a master bedroom on the ground floor of two 
storied dwellings instead.  This charming villa was a one-story 
affair on one and a third acres that included a swimming pool, 
another old fantasy.  Judy Cooper, the realtor owner, and Brenda 
had discussed it, but up to that moment, the house had not been 
listed.  That, combined with Richard’s enthusiasm pushed us to 
make a decision.  We discussed it that night over scotch for me 
and wine for Sydell. 
 “What do you think?” was my contribution. 
 “I don’t know.  What do you think?” Sydell fired back, 
getting right to the heart of the issue. 
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 “It sure is purty,” I countered in my best hillbilly 
dialect. 
 “It soitenly is,” Sydell said as she reverted to The Bronx. 
 “I will if you will,” I ventured. 
 “I will if you will,” Sydell echoed. 
 We broke all rules of home shopping and decided to buy it 
that night; signing a contract the next day.  An impulse eleven 
years ago, we have never regretted our choice, planning on 
staying here until ageing demands downsizing.  Jay Thursby, who 
was our trainer for ten years, told us that climbing the steep 
driveway would add years to our lives. 
 Other than travel and trips to Hilton Head, we had no 
specific plans for retirement.  Sydell continued to be the 
company spokesperson and helped with training but kept no 
regular hours.  I was available for brainstorming with Richard, 
but we decided that he would be CEO and would determine the 
future of the company.  Sydell and I became Co-Founders and Co-
Chairmen, serving in an advisory capacity.  Karen, at the 
insistence of her first husband, Bernard Cohen, had retired 
early and was focused on shopping and cooking, both of which she 
did extremely well.   They traveled a good deal and started a 
second business in antique jewelry. 
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 Her decision to retire was an upsetting one.  The company 
had prospered from her presence in many aspects, both tangible 
and intangible.  Karen was and is the most scrupulous member of 
our family when it comes to impeccable service and caring for 
clients.  While we screened carefully for these traits in all 
employees, her example and leadership in those early years 
contributed greatly to our success.  In spite of heavy 
competition, Karen, with the possible exception of Sydell, sold 
more products and, more importantly, enrolled more prospects in 
series of treatments than any other aesthetician.  She learned 
quickly not to copy Sydell’s role of expert, choosing instead to 
be friend, sister or daughter to our female clientele.  Her 
honesty and sincerity are immediately apparent to any prospect. 
 In addition to her sales leadership, Karen worked closely 
with Sydell in choosing and developing our products.  Another of 
the many hats she has worn is that of interior designer.  I 
don’t think anyone could have enhanced the décor of our 
locations for as little cost as she has.  Her choice to sit out 
on the sidelines during the last years of her first marriage was 
a setback for us.          
 Unfortunately, in spite of the success and the rewards, the 
back-room picture was not as pretty as the public perception.  
Family businesses are not easy and statistics show that even the 
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successful ones seldom survive under the original ownership for 
more than one generation and rarely for two or more.  If you 
were to meet Richard and Karen together when on vacation, you 
would say they were ideal siblings with common interests and 
enthusiasms.  Put them in business together with Richard in 
charge and Karen reluctantly in a support role and you would 
correctly label them dysfunctional.  If there is a villain in 
this piece, it would be me for creating the mess and allowing it 
to continue but how does a father fire one or both of his two 
children?  It was a question to which I have never found an 
answer. 
 Not that the dysfunction stopped there.  Shouting matches 
between Richard and me, while not daily occurrences, happened 
far too frequently.  It was a classic case of old bull, young 
bull, with testosterone instead of reason as the driving force.  
Creatively, we could brainstorm with great results but, when it 
came to management issues we fell too easily into stereotypical 
roles of older, conservative guy and younger, venturesome guy.  
In the interest of fairness, since mine is the only voice heard 
here, I am not going to use hindsight to say which of us was 
right or wrong.  It is enough to say that we differed to the 
point of discomfort and, since age is an all-important factor, 
it was fitting that I be the one to go.   Through it all, Sydell 
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fought valiantly in her roles of peacemaker and referee, but the 
only way to stay together peacefully as a family was to separate 
in business.   
 It was agreed that if we cashed out with a lump sum of 
money in payment for our seventy percent ownership, it would 
severely hinder growth plans for the company.  In lieu of that, 
we agreed to take a salary for an unspecified period of time.   
Major perks, in addition to the salary, were the use of a 
company credit card and two leased Cadillacs.  The credit card 
took us out for dinner four or five nights a week.  In addition, 
because Sydell had become so high profile in the community, we 
were guests at frequent hotel and restaurant openings.  Clients 
always asked us for recommendations and we were given excellent 
reservations and service by the establishments we favored.  
There were more highlights and occasions than I can list here 
but there were some standouts.  
 Richard’s generosity was, and is, legion and we lacked for 
nothing in retirement.  A case in point was our fiftieth wedding 
anniversary.  With Karen as his co-conspirator, Richard 
transformed his home by creating an outdoor cabaret with 
colorful tables and chairs; his carport now housed a dance floor 
with live music, and a steep driveway was made navigable by a 
parking valet with a golf cart for some of my peer group.  There 
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was a bountiful open bar with an abundance of catered food and 
impeccable service.         
 I helped Sydell choose an incredible knee-length lemon 
yellow dress in two layers of chiffon and silk that was made for 
dancing.  One of my proudest moments was giving Sydell her 
Golden Wedding Anniversary gift of diamond earrings and a 
diamond necklace.  Of course, I took care of Arthur with a 
designer, double breasted navy blazer and cream colored wool 
slacks.  It was the most expensive outfit I had ever owned and 
worth every penny for the way I felt when wearing it.  We 
celebrated along with a mix of key employees, dear friends and 
family. 
     ***        
 The 2000 Olympics brought hundreds of celebrities to 
Atlanta and to our spas.  In the forefront was Katie Couric, 
then the charming hostess of the Today show every weekday 
morning on NBC.  She and her producer came to us for services 
and enjoyed meeting Sydell.  After a short lapse of time, and a 
focused campaign on Richard’s part, Sydell was invited to appear 
on the show to talk about makeup for mature women and we were 
off on an expense-paid trip to New York.  We recruited a 
beautiful friend, Cynthia, from our days in West Orange, N.J., 
to be Sydell’s model.   
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 Prior to the show, Katie asked Sydell her age.  Now, Sydell 
never told her age and she said as much to Katie who responded, 
“Well, you’re going to tell me!”  Sure enough, in front of 
millions of viewers, Sydell confessed that she was seventy years 
old.  If you saw her picture taken with Katie you would see that 
this really was a big deal because she looked no older than a 
well-kept, youthful woman in her early fifties.  Back in 
Atlanta, Sydell was confronted by old friends who never knew her 
birth date.  We had pleaded with her for years to tell clients 
her age as reinforcement for taking better care of their health 
and appearance, but to no avail.  Now the truth was out.  Many 
people had insisted that our children must be mine from a former 
marriage, but we pointed to Karen, her spitting image, as proof 
that we were the parents.   
 Another public relations plus, albeit on a minor scale, was 
Sydell’s election to Director of the Atlanta Chapter of Fashion 
Group International.  More influential in New York and Los 
Angeles than in Atlanta, Fashion Group is still a strong 
lobbying force in the garment industry.  Young wannabees and 
seasoned veterans combine to keep the public aware of the latest 
developments in women’s and men’s attire.  In Atlanta, one of 
the group’s power bases is Bauder College, one of the leading 
fashion design and fashion merchandising schools.  Although 
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Sydell has long terminated her membership in the group, we are 
still much involved with Bauder College; Sydell and I being 
members of the Advisory Board and I am on the Board of Trustees.  
It is another link with education for me, and we much enjoy 
attending meetings and events at this growing institution.   
 Too many companies focus on their public image while 
ignoring internal public relations and relationships with 
employees.  As I have said earlier, we knew from scratch that we 
were not in a get-rich-quick business, and that satisfaction 
would have to come from sources other than money.  We soon found 
the answer in the rewards of seeing personal development in many 
of our people.  We certainly never needed diversity counseling 
because our family is color-blind and accent-deaf taking only 
individual qualifications into consideration.     
 In the early years, before licensing and before there were 
schools that teach skin care, Sydell trained every aesthetician.  
A few had some experience or had attended school in New York or 
Europe, but even those had to learn our methodology; others, who 
had never worked in the field, had to be taught everything from 
basics to advanced techniques.   
 Many rode to work on public transportation or were picked 
up and delivered by spouses or neighbors.  I always get a 
chuckle when I remember that, in New York, the definition of a 
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“go-getter” was an ambitious, hustling person who leaped at 
every opportunity to advance himself.  In the South, it simply 
means a husband whose only job is to pick up and deliver his 
wife to and from work.  I clearly remember the thrill when a 
woman who had to ride on the bus came to tell me that the bank 
would be calling me for reference for a car loan.  Then, a short 
time later, it would be for a reference so that she and her 
husband might buy a home.  Often, these requests were from 
immigrants who still had not mastered English but were able to 
make a good living at their trade due to their skillful and 
loving hands.   
 I think about Alla, an immigrant from Russia who came to us 
seventeen years ago with little or no knowledge of the 
profession.  In appearance, she could be a world-famous beauty;  
a five-foot-eleven, blonde, blue-eyed woman whose figure belies 
the fact that she has borne and raised two girls.  Alla and her 
husband, with no outside help and relying only on their own 
industry and determination have put both girls through college 
and medical school.  They are successful physicians today, and 
we take pride in being able to furnish the vehicle for this kind 
of accomplishment.   There are many such success stories among 
the people who have worked for Spa Sydell and we treasure each 
one.  When people tell me how lucky I am to get free tuition 
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from the state of Georgia, I think of how much we have 
contributed to the tax base by employing hundreds and hundreds 
of people over the years and feel quite comfortable in accepting 
this benefit. 
 Our marketing-driven company grew quickly under Richard’s 
direction.  In fairly rapid succession he opened two more 
suburban locations and what was to be a flagship location in 
Midtown with fourteen thousand square feet of space on two 
levels, designed to capture convention and event business.  At 
its peak, Spa Sydell had seven locations, with over five hundred 
employees bringing in over $22,000,000 annually.    Our out-of-
town family and friends usually asked visiting Atlantans if they 
knew about us and invariably got an affirmative, complimentary 











       A DREAM FULFILLED 
School days, school days 
   Dear old golden rule days 
   Reading and writing and ‘rithmetic 
   Taught by the tune of the hick’ry stick 
   You were my queen in calico 
   I was your bashful, barefoot beau. 
   I wrote on my slate, “I love you, Jo,” 
   When we were a couple of kids.   1907   
 That little song was written before my time, but it popped 
into my head as I drove to Kennesaw State University, about 
twenty miles north of my home in Atlanta.  Perhaps my mother 
taught it to me on the way to kindergarten between instructions 
and warnings about my behavior in class. 
“Remember to share, Arthur,” she said.  No one likes a 
selfish little boy.” 
Over the weekend, our dear friends, Mitch and Susan Brach, 
had given me a Mickey Mouse lunch box filled with markers and 
highlighters of all colors, pencils, a big, fat, white eraser, a 
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miniature stapler complete with staples, a staple remover, 
pencil sharpener, multicolor Post-it page markers and scissors.  
They are dear and creative gift givers. I was armed and ready.   
 It was August 27, 2003, 10:15 A.M; I had celebrated my 77th 
birthday two months earlier when Sydell and I had dinner at 
Nava, our favorite Southwestern restaurant where I feasted on my 
usual red snapper and Margheritas, and Sydell enjoyed her 
Scallops Jalepeno with a glass of Cabernet.  Sydell has been 
known to drink a few glasses of wine at parties or galas but 
generally limits herself to one at dinner. 
   Dr. James Robeson, chief of orthopedics at Emory Hospital, 
had equipped me with two hip replacements and one titanium knee.  
I was computer illiterate, wore two less-than-adequate hearing 
aids, and I was starting my first day as a matriculating student 
at KSU.  My head and my heart were full as I prepared to scratch 
a decades-long itch.  I was on my way to earning a college 
diploma. 
My first chance to scratch that particular itch for more 
education came after high school when I was accepted for 
C.C.N.Y. – City College of New York.  I had been smart enough to 
graduate from high school at age 16 and dumb enough to think 
that the few dollars I could earn at a garment district job were 
more important than going to school full-time.  I worked in the 
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garment district during the day and took the train to 14th Street 
in the evening for classes in contract law and college algebra.  
I lasted two months and quit because I had no vision for the 
future other than enlisting in the U.S. Navy and not enough 
drive to maintain the arduous demands of work and school.  It 
was during World War II and most of my friends were in uniform. 
Their mothers looked at me suspiciously, wondering, Why isn’t he 
in uniform when my darling boy is getting shot at in Europe, and 
I wanted in on the action.  The war wasn’t over yet, although we 
seemed to be winning, and I didn’t want to miss the patriotic 
bus.  
In way of explanation rather than excuse, hindsight tells 
me that, being young and foolish, thoughts of education faded as 
my infatuation with Sydell grew stronger.  All of my thoughts 
were in the now and not in my future.  Cooler blood tells me 
that I could have had it all.  Certainly, Sydell would not have 
thought less of me for pursuing my education while I was 
pursuing her.  
The GI Bill of Rights was my next and best opportunity to 
go to school.  After my service time in the Navy, the government 
and the taxpayers would have paid my tuition plus a meager but 
sufficient living stipend.  Practically all of my boyhood 
friends jumped at the chance and went on to professions in law, 
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medicine, accounting, or to good positions in business.  
Instead, I opted to satisfy my hunger for travel and spent a few  
years in the Merchant Marine as a Radio Officer, after taking a 
course to obtain an F.C.C. license.  I did not realize that I 
was taking the clichéd ‘line of least resistance’, straight to 
the ‘school of hard knocks.’  
I got a solid taste of college around the age of 50 when I 
attended night school at Georgia State University for two years.  
It was an effort born in frustration, made because of my 
uncomfortable association with my partner from hell, Judith 
Sans.  Sydell was still doing all the heavy lifting in Judith’s 
frequent absences and I supported her, but without motivation. 
On a whim, I had taken and passed the test for the Mensa 
Society, whose membership claims to be the top two percent of 
the population in IQ scoring, a feat they claim qualifies you as 
a genius but is in reality merely a talent for taking tests.  
From there, the next step was to take the SAT exam to determine 
my mental fitness for attending college and I scored over 1300 
combined score out of 1600, which was very encouraging 
considering that I hadn’t tried to solve a math problem for 
about forty years.  I was happy that I wasn’t asked how I 
arrived at the right answers.        
 I started my after-hours attendance at GSU with business 
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courses, thinking to augment my practical experience with the 
book knowledge I was lacking.  It took no more than one semester 
to realize that, for me, business courses were the same old, 
same old and that I needed to move in a new direction.   
I settled on the idea of working for a degree in Social 
Work, the hazy scheme being that when I reached retirement age I 
would be able to serve as an ombudsman for senior citizens who 
had trouble communicating with young counselors. I knew the 
problems faced by my parents and my mother-in-law when 
confronted with government and medical red tape and imagined a 
quixotic career with scissors in hand, cutting through 
government gobbledygook.  My vision was future employment at an 
assisted living establishment, where I could be of service to 
grateful, old codgers who would mumble, rather than sing, my 
praises. 
I stayed with it for two years, maintaining a mediocre 3.2 
GPA in spite of the daytime distractions that kept me swigging 
Maalox.  That matriculation was serendipitously interrupted when 
Sydell and I divorced our contentious partner and founded Spa 
Sydell.            
 Now, at age 77, I had run out of excuses to procrastinate.  
My wife and children were cheering me on; finances were no 
problem because, thanks to the Hope Scholarship Program in the 
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state of Georgia, my tuition was free since I had passed the age 
of 62.  Passed 62?  I left it far, far behind.  In addition, Spa 
Sydell, from which I had retired, was thriving under the 
supervision of my son, Richard, and he was paying us a salary in 
lieu of cashing us out.         
 My health, bolstered by hearing aids and metal joints, was 
excellent and there were no distractions to occupy my attention.  
I had this big, black void of boredom created by the ending of 
many years of tennis playing and a lack of challenging, mental 
stimulation.  The time was now.         
 My first contact with my future classmates at Kennesaw 
State University came on Orientation Day at the Student Center. 
I wasn’t technically a freshman because of the credits earned at 
Georgia State University about twenty or so years earlier, but I 
attended this ceremony at which almost all the other people 
attending were the right age to be my grandchildren.  The Deans 
were there, the cheerleaders were there and the welcome speeches 
were long.  I occupied a front-row seat, a position I had 
adopted gradually over the years as my hearing decreased along 
with my ability to walk to the back of the room.  
To warm up the audience, the master of ceremonies asked a 
series of questions such as: 
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“Who lives the greatest distance from Kennesaw?” and, “How 
many of you have children?” and, “Who is going to work and 
attend school?”          
 Finally, she asked, “Who is the oldest new student in the 
room?” and I promptly stood up along with two others who took 
one look at me and sat down quickly.       
 I was given a black and gold Kennesaw tee shirt.  This 
earned me the first of many rounds of applause I would be given 
over my years at KSU.  Sometimes, all you have to do in life to 
become a winner is last longer than the next guy.  Sydell still 
wears the shirt. 
That first day showed me that designer clothing was not 
going to work on campus.  I wasn’t about to substitute shorts 
for my Zegna slacks, but I was ready to get as comfortable as 
the student body and the academicians.  I owned jeans but I 
bought another, properly faded pair along with suitable shoes 
and a couple of shirts.  I wonder now if I thought that faded 
jeans would hide my grey beard.  And, of course, my car was not 
going to blend in because that big, black Cadillac stood out 
like a sore thumb among the small, economical imports around it 
in the parking deck.  At least, I had no trouble finding it.  
When my lease was up Richard and I went shopping.  The first 
221 
 
stop was a Lexus dealer because I had spotted their new, sporty 
coupe on the road and was smitten. 
“That’s gorgeous,” I said to the salesman, showing my deal-
making, low-key bargaining tactics. 
“Yes it is” he enthused, “How about a test drive?” 
Getting in was no great problem although I felt a bit 
claustrophobic after having been in my Deville.  Getting out 
after driving it was another story. 
“Richard, find a derrick to haul me out!”  I laughed.  My 
struggle was epic. 
The next stop was a Nissan dealer because I had admired the 
Z, another snazzy little two-seater convertible.  I stayed bent 
over for a full minute after I climbed out of that one.  They 
don’t call Cadillacs “old codger” cars for no reason. When you 
haven’t any buns left, those nice, high, padded seats and soft 
suspension feel mighty good.  Somehow, my “dangerous age,” the 
one when most men express their fear of ageing by buying sports 
cars rather than getting divorced, had slipped by me unnoticed.   
Came the first day of class and the subject was Social 
Psychology, the first step toward earning a Bachelor of Science 
degree in Psychology.  I knew all the possible reasons why I 
could not do this thing but I remained totally focused on 
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getting it done.  I chose Psychology because, when our family of 
four first moved to Atlanta in 1969, we had stress coming at us 
from all directions and had been rescued by group, couple, 
family and one-on-one psychotherapy.  Those sessions closed a 
gap caused by my years of travel and absentee husbanding and 
parenting and served to bring our family closer together.   
 I would learn shortly that my first day at KSU was also the 
first class day for my professor, an attractive young woman 
named Dr. Amy Buddie whose enthusiasm made the subject come 
alive.  She was like a guardian angel because I was still in my, 
“toe dipping in the water to see if it’s too cold to get in” 
stage, and I could have been scared off by someone less kind. 
Two female students (I wish I could remember their names) who 
sat in the next row adopted me as their surrogate grandfather, 
volunteered their help and were there for me whenever they saw 
that panicked look in my eyes or heard a low moan escape my 
lips. I was totally in awe of the one who was taking six 
subjects that semester while holding down a full time job and 
juggling finances as she went.   
“How do you get it all done?” I asked. 
“Meds,” she said with a laugh.  Having employed a lot of 
young people, I understood that she meant taking “uppers” to 
provide false energy but I knew it wasn’t true because “happy” 
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was the one and only mood she was ever in, without swings in any 
other direction.  I would meet a lot of youngsters whose 
industry and guts continue to earn my respect.   
Looking back, the way I operated my PC would have made a 
funny skit on Saturday Night Live but, at the time, it was pure 
frustration for me.  Every assignment took me two or three times 
longer than it would today.  I would type a page, hit the wrong 
key, see the screen go blank and have to type the whole thing 
again, very, very carefully, only to hit the wrong key again. I 
felt pretty stupid for someone who chaired a company owning more 
than a hundred computers, but I had always delegated that work 
to others, being content to analyze the spread sheets and charts 
and make the necessary business decisions.  I sought out the 
resident geeks in the Computer Lab soon after I started and 
picked up some valuable, free tips.  I am still not as smart as 
I want to be with this contraption but, at least, I can write 
and edit these words and find information I need on the 
Internet.  
     Starting with the two young women in my first class, I have 
been helped by many others, mostly female, which is not 
surprising since the student body {and the faculty) at KSU is 
seventy percent women.  Whether he or she is repeating something 
I didn’t hear or telling me how to assemble a power point 
224 
 
presentation, there has never been a time that a fellow student 
didn’t offer help.  It could be a surrogate grandfather kind of  
thing but, whatever the reason, I am grateful and appreciative 
for their kindness and generosity.  
 “My grandfather doesn’t get off the couch in front of his 
TV,” is typical of the kind of remark these young people would 
make.   
“I wish he would try to do something like you do instead of 
waiting to die.”           
 I managed to earn an A in the course and in Cross-Cultural 
Psychology, which I took the same semester.  I had signed up for 
three courses but dropped one in Music Appreciation held in a 
huge lecture room with about sixty students.  I couldn’t stay 
awake for that one and the powers that be, in their almost 
infinite wisdom, allow a student to drop a course at a certain 
point in the semester without penalty--something I took 
advantage of five or six times during my matriculation.  Once or 
twice I deliberately signed up for more than I wanted knowing I 
would discard one, much the same as a professional tennis player 
throws back one of the three balls offered by his ball boy.  I 
might or might not pick it up again one or two semesters later. 
 For any of my readers who are saying, “I ought to go back 
to school,” but feel intimidated by the prospect, I can only 
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tell you that everyone is on your side.  Professors (and I can 
only think of one exception who was so burned out that he hated 
any interruption as he droned on--one of the courses I dropped) 
welcome your input because you offer a different slant on the 
subject being discussed and because they know you are serious 
about learning and not just filling a seat that Daddy paid for.   
 I took a sharp right turn about two weeks into the Spring 
semester of 2004, which I started with big momentum after my 
grade triumph in my first semester.  I chose another psychology 
class conducted by Amy Buddie.  This was a lab course and 
involved everyone sitting at his or her own computer clicking 
away in unison.  Everybody but me, that is.  I was wandering off 
in the woods starting with the second piece of instruction, the 
first one being, “turn it on.”  I wasn’t ready to keep up with 
the teacher or the class the way I almost do today.  Besides, in 
the classroom portion of the course, all that was discussed were 
rabbits, mice and rats and why they couldn’t find their way out 
of a maze.  This codger couldn’t find his way out of his own 
maze so I knew exactly how those critters felt.  Dr. Buddie was 
very understanding when I bowed out even after she generously 
offered her precious time to help me after class.   
 What now?  Well, I have been a voracious reader starting 
with comic books at age five or six followed by newspapers and 
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continuing with about 50 to 75 books a year plus newspapers and 
periodicals.  I read while brushing my teeth and, of course, 
during my time-outs on the john.  When we moved into our present 
home, our decorator shook her head at the age of the books I 
stacked in the living room shelves because there wasn’t enough 
color.  I proceeded to buy books with current titles and 
colorful dust jackets and quickly read enough to fill the 
shelves with a suitable display before I went back to my 
favorite source, the public library.  The price is right and 
those wonderful ladies cheerfully find everything I want to read 
or study somewhere in the system.  The same holds true for the 
more sophisticated librarians employed by the university who are 
never at a loss to find a source I need for a paper.   
 In addition to being a bookworm of sorts, I had taught 
myself to write stuff, starting with the letters I wrote home to 
Sydell when I was in the U.S. Navy.  That institution which 
protects our shores and in which I spent over two years of my 
youth, taught me to type.  That, combined with the fact that I 
was a Radioman with access to a typewriter, allowed me to send 
off daily chapters filled with declarations of love and 
descriptions of the lunch menu.  She still has them stashed 
away.  At any rate, in my checkered career I had occasion to 
write sales manuals, ad copy and press releases for different 
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employers and most currently, for our day spa business. It took 
no earth-shaking epiphany to come to the conclusion that I 
should become an English major.   
 It was my good fortune to meet, early in the game, Dr. Mike 
Tierce, a handsome man with a dry sense of humor whose favorite 
subjects are his golf game and Alfred Hitchcock, that famous 
director of quirky motion pictures and television whodunits.  
Dr. Tierce gently guided me safely through the reefs and shoals 
of academia while he persuasively convinced higher authorities 
that I really didn’t need courses in physical education or 
personal hygiene at my stage, vouching for the fact that I was a 
pretty clean old man who worked out on a regular basis.    
 Just a few words, uttered in his laconic, folksy manner, 
are enough to scuttle any stress a student might be harboring 
before entering his office. Mike Tierce wisely helped me set a 
pace that would challenge me while it insured me against the 
burn out that causes some students to drop by the wayside.  I 
could never dissuade him from calling me, “Sir,” in his 
courteous, Old South fashion and I have always responded with 
his title of doctor when speaking with him.  This does nothing 
to diminish the friendly rapport we have established over time.   
 I’m sorry to say that I haven’t developed any off-campus 
relationships with my classmates.  I know little or nothing 
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about their personal lives, likes or dislikes, successes or 
failures even though I am often curious and interested.  I find 
it almost impossible to indulge in pre-class chatter or gossip 
because of my hearing.  Anytime there is more than one 
conversation going on in my neighborhood, I go into a state of 
nervousness that I can terminate only by keeping to myself until 
class starts.         
 Unfortunately, the same thing happens when I am asked to 
collaborate on an assignment with two or three classmates. The 
usual procedure is for four or five groups to clump in corners 
of the classroom but, for me, that is when the cacophony 
overwhelms my antenna and I am struck mute.  When it is 
feasible, I ask my group to step out of the room into the quiet 
of the corridor and that works fine.   
 Once, back around the mid 1950’s during one of my roller 
coaster career interruptions, I tested for a major life 
insurance company in New York City.  I had to sit for exams that 
tested intelligence, opinion and even a test to determine  
whether  pictures showed a right or left hand.  These lasted 
over a period of two days after which I was summoned to the 
office of the recruiter.  
 “Arthur,” he said, “I have good news and bad news for you.  
The good news is that your intelligence scores have been topped 
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by only one man since we started testing.”     
 He went on to say, “The bad news is that you show little 
aptitude for working as a team member.  I’m sorry to say we’ll 
have to pass on you.” 
    Boy, they sure nailed that one right on the head.  I can 
direct a team but I do not function well as a member of one, 
even when it involves something as minor as putting together a 
power point presentation.  Obviously, this is why I excelled at 
tennis instead of baseball and why I have chosen 
entrepreneurship over corporate jobs as my course in life.   




              
      







       TEACHERS WHO TEACH 
The old Reader’s Digest magazine, which has now gone to the 
dead-letter file in the sky destined for many periodicals now 
that the Internet has established its dominance in 
communication, used to print articles with titles like, “How to 
Build Your Own Skyscraper,” or, Suicide Made Simple,” or “Igloo 
Living Made Comfy.”  One real title was, “My Most Unforgettable 
Teacher,” and for that title I have to nominate Dr. Sarah 
Robbins, a teacher I sought out for two undergraduate and one 
graduate course, the latter being, “Reading for Writers.”   On 
social campus occasions, Sarah has introduced me as her best 
student, a title I feel sure she has conferred on others beside 
me.  Not that Sarah has an insincere bone in her body; she just 
instinctively says only things that will make you feel good and 
want to do better.  In class, after a student has made a remark, 
and mine were frequent, she will say, “That’s a great point, 
Arthur or Mabel, why don’t you expand on that?” or some other 
remark that leaves you feeling smart and relevant. I call her 
the Master (gender neutral) of Positive Reinforcement, and she 
is.            
 Sarah has since been recruited by SMU and has joined that 
faculty, hanging up her hats of Professor, Advisor to the 
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President on Curriculum, Advisor to The Kennesaw Mountain 
Writing Project and co-developer of the American Studies 
Graduate program at Kennesaw State.  A beautiful woman of a 
certain age who, though handicapped by a noticeable limp, 
charges through each day at full speed, gaining the admiration 
and affection of students, faculty and administration alike.  
Hers was the only classroom in which the first order of 
procedure was to draw chairs into a tight semi-circle, which 
enabled everyone (especially me) to hear what was being said, 
while being encouraged to participate.  
 Starting with the second session of Sarah’s class and with 
each succeeding class, was a short, ten-question quiz on the 
reading assigned for homework.  They were multiple-choice, true-
false or fill in the blank questions.  The student never had to 
worry about trick questions because that would have fallen far 
below Sarah’s standards.  Each quiz also included a question 
eleven, which was a bonus question to fill in for one the 
student might have missed.  The questions were not particularly 
difficult but you had to read the assigned pages.  The 
cumulative scores on the quizzes counted as part of the final 
grade.  These were great for me because they bridged a gap in my 
study habits.  I found out early that any studying I did more 
than two days before an exam was totally useless because my 
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short-term memory has declined precipitously over the years.  
Yes, all those jokes you have heard about old timer’s memory 
apply to me and to work around that I had to cram like crazy 
during the final 24 to 48 hours preceding an exam.  
 On my Honor Roll of teachers at KSU, high ranking goes to 
Dr. Stacey Keltner, a petite, blonde, attractive professor of 
Philosophy who was the proud possessor of a newly minted Ph.D. 
and had just joined the faculty.  Incidentally, as a staunch 
supporter of Feminism, Stacey would be the first to resent my 
including her physical description but writing dictates my 
giving you those details.  My only problem with this outwardly 
cool and droll woman was that she spoke so softly, e4ven my 
hearing aids could not pick up her voice. 
“Dr. Keltner, I’m afraid I have to drop this class,” I 
said. 
“That’s very disappointing, Arthur.  I enjoyed having you 
in the class.  What is the problem?” she asked. 
I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but I had to be 
truthful.  “Dr. Keltner, you speak so softly, I just can’t hear 
you and I don’t do well with a recorder. 
She thought for a moment, then said, “Tell you what I can 
do.  I’ll mail you my class notes after each class.  You’ll have 
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everything I say in print.  All I ask is that you don’t pass 
them on.” 
     Now, some professors will put their power point 
presentation online but I have never heard of one sending 
complete lecture notes.  Of course, it was an offer I could not 
refuse and I stayed aboard to finish with an A.  Dr. Keltner is 
now a pillar of the American Studies program at KSU. 
 Dr. David Jones, who heads up the Philosophy division of 
the History Department at KSU (David’s campaign for a separate 
Philosophy Department has not yet borne fruit) was my first 
philosophy teacher.  Erudite, handsome and laid back, David got 
into my head enough for me to take six philosophy courses during 
my undergraduate years.  The courses were interesting, involving 
and challenging for me.         
 I can only surmise that part of the attraction lay in the 
underlying secular approach to life laid down by these powerful 
minds.  I came out of the atheist closet at age 18 when I 
attended a traumatic and life changing-service aboard ship in 
the Navy. My wife and children are believers but are tolerant 
and allow me to abstain without protesting.    
 I loved taking Philosophy courses, parts of which were 
frequent lectures by Dr. Jones’ cronies from other parts of the 
world.  Sydell and I would both attend when these occurred 
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during the evening hours and I caught many more at school when 
my schedule permitted. My infatuation ended when I reached the 
conclusion (probably a mistaken one) that too much of what I 
heard was circumlocution and obfuscation, skirting the realities 
of life.   In spite of course titles like, “Existentialism,” and 
“Ethics,” almost every course was, in reality, an overview that 
touched on the history of philosophy and philosophers without 
teaching anything in enough depth to be meaningful.  Somewhere 
during the semester, the professor would quote Plato and/or 
Aristotle and give them proper credit for starting whatever had 
transpired since their time; but no course on the Greeks was 
ever offered.  Aristophanes and Pythagoras and their 
contributions might never have existed as far as the curricula 
were concerned.     
 David’s enthusiastic mentoring of students who showed 
promise or, at least, strong interest in this field of the 
humanities, led to membership in P.S.A., the Philosophy Students 
Association, a group that held regular meetings and published a 
newsletter that gave students the opportunity to have their 
concepts read.  In reality, these were seldom read outside the 
group but served to give recognition for diligence above and 
beyond.  Unfortunately, in my humble opinion, these papers were 
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more jargon than creativity, repeating much of what has been 
chewed over for centuries.   
 I was happy to find myself under the influence of Tony 
Grooms, MFA, a published novelist and poet who teaches creative 
writing to undergraduate and graduate classes at KSU and has 
become my advisor and mentor.  At this time, I have spent three 
semesters in his writing classes with plans to work with him in 
a Directed Study Program and under his supervision in the 
writing of my Capstone Paper, along with another fine 
instructor, Dr. Beth Giddens.  Beth has shared with me her 
warmth and compassion that have eased the task for me when I get 
stuck and frustrated.  The classes I took with her were 
instructive, useful and fun.  I trust them both implicitly to 
help steer me around the reefs and shoals of the final paper 
needed for my MAPW.  More impressively, that means Master of 
Arts in Professional Writing.  Since these words may or may not 
appear as part of the Capstone, I figure it can’t hurt to send 
compliments their way. 
 Along with the pearls of wisdom imparted by Tony Grooms to 
we wannabee writers, the most important component of any 
creative writing class is work shopping. The mechanics appear 
simple.  Three or four members of a class of twelve, for 
example, will be asked to submit twelve copies of a sample of 
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their writing so that each member of the class and the 
instructor may take a copy home to read, edit and comment upon.  
The next class begins, following a review and words of wisdom by 
the professor, with a reading by each of the authors.  This 
process triggers a collegial and discretely polite discussion of 
the author’s work by the class.  It would be foolhardy to shout, 
“That sucks!” when you know your offering is the next to take 
its place on the critical firing line.  
 The next step is for the author to take home his 
classmates’ and, more importantly, his professor’s suggestions 
for additions or subtractions, make revisions and bring it back 
for a second round of criticism after the first round has been 
completed.  By and large, the results are impressive.  A few 
diehards just change a few semi-colons to commas but most of us 
take the suggestions to heart, do some serious rewriting and 
bring an improved version of the short story or book chapter 
back to the group. The result is a strong learning experience 
that helps the writer to become a better self-editor of his or 
her work in the future. The suicide rate following this whole 
process is negligible when one considers the contribution to 
literacy and culture. 
 My first educational fifteen minutes of fame occurred 
during the summer semester of 2006 when the only course I was 
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taking was History of Language.  The subject matter dealt with 
the etymology of language and was not the most interesting by a 
long shot but the professor was engaging and I was in a 
pleasant, near dozing state when the door of the classroom 
opened, revealing the presence of Rich Vengroff, the Dean of the 
College of Humanities and Social Sciences. He apologized for the 
interruption and asked me to accompany him.   
 After a short walk down the hallway, we started down a long 
flight of stairs leading to the atrium of the building in which 
a throng of people were gathered.  Among the notables were my 
wife, children and a bunch of my friends, none of whom would 
normally grace the campus with their presence.  Scattered among 
them were faculty members whose classes I had attended and Dr. 
Betty Siegel, the President of KSU.  As they applauded my 
descent, it dawned on me that, in the absence of a guillotine  
or firing squad, they must have gathered for my 80th birthday.  
 Richard’s fine hand was soon apparent.  There were two big 
sheet birthday cakes and, for a souvenir, he had a picture of 
twenty-year-old Arthur in a bathing suit printed on milk and 
dark chocolate encased in a plastic case about the size of a 
deck of cards.  We still have some in our spare refrigerator 
because we can’t bear to throw them away and Sydell is on the 
dark chocolate anti-oxidant kick which precludes our eating the 
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milk chocolate.  It was a splendid boost to my ego capped off by 
a speech by Betty Siegel.  Those of us who love Betty know that 
she has yet to turn down an opportunity to say a few words. She 
gave me a certificate commemorating the occasion which hangs on 
my office wall along with my diploma.   
 The whole thing was a total surprise because my family had 
thrown me a spectacular, catered party at my house two days 
earlier, which was attended by many of the people who cheered me 
at KSU that Tuesday.   You see, I get all the big parties at my 
house because Sydell truly doesn’t want them for herself.  The 
root of this began way back after she gave birth to Richard and 
stopped telling her age to anyone, threatening me that if I ever 
gave it away, I should consider joining a monastery in lieu of 
any conjugal treats I might enjoy from that day on.   
 As grand as all these festivities were, they constituted a 
mere warm-up for the celebration and recognition I was to enjoy 
a short time later when I became the oldest graduate in KSU 
history at the age of 81.  All of this fame and staging of 
events far exceeded those I would have experienced if I had 
graduated sixty years earlier along with my contemporaries, but 
I know full well that I would have put that degree to far better 
and greater use if I had obtained it when I should have.   
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 A short time ago, a young friend with whom I had shared 
stories of our school experiences, came to me and, with a 
woebegone expression, told me that she was dropping her studies 
for a master’s degree in Business Administration.  I was not in 
any way responsible for her having enrolled in the program, so 
there was no reason to apologize except that, like some other 
youngsters, she had placed me in the role of Grandpa and felt 
accountable to me for this interruption in her studies.  Of 
course, I assured her that I knew she would resume at the 
soonest opportunity, but I said it with fingers crossed due to 
my own history of procrastination in earlier years.  
 After that summer course in World Languages and Cultures, I 
took on three courses for the fall.  My advisor suggested I take 
a course in playwriting in order to sharpen my writing of 
dialogue and it worked.  Along with that I took Fiction Writing 
and Social and Political Philosophy and I surprised myself by 
earning and A in all three courses.  I called my son, Richard, 
and told him I had pulled a Hat Trick!!  In hockey, a ‘Hat 
Trick’ means one player scoring three goals in a single game.  
For the first time, that earned me a place on the President’s 
List and set the stage for my final semester. 
 It was to be the grand finale; the icing on the cake; the 
figurative blare of trumpets and cascading drum rolls to herald 
240 
 
the realization of my dreams.  Now if that sounds slightly like 
an announcement a drama queen might make, so be it.  This 
incredible crescendo would be reached in the most unlikely of 
places for Sydell and me:  Montepulciano, Italy.    












             





      A PARIS INTERLUDE 
The first course on our travel menu was five days at the 
Hotel de Castiglione, a charming 120-room establishment on 
Faubourg St. Honore, in the high fashion district of Paris.  We 
had been to Paris twice before and had stayed in the Left Bank 
but this time we wanted to be in the heart of that great city.  
Normally, that convenience has a price tag beyond our means but 
this hotel was reasonably priced and the Internet blurbs were 
good.  The five weeks ahead of us in Tuscany and a fairly tight 
budget dictated our choice of accommodations and we were 
prepared for bare bones and were pleasantly surprised with the 
comfort of our room on the fourth floor facing what is arguably 
the fashion capital of the world.  The room was clean, the 
linens soothing and the marble bathroom was spectacular with 
multiple shower heads, strong water pressure and room for two.  
All this was the most remote thing on my mind when my 
professor in a History of Language course introduced Dr.Howard 
Shealey, the history department chairman, who had some 
information about a study-abroad program in Montepulciano, 
Italy.  Dr. Shealey was straight out of central casting.  Of 
medium stature, with a small, well-trimmed beard and graying 
temples, Howard is the model academician.  Dignified and soft-
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spoken, he is in firm control of his classroom while he 
approaches his subject with the warmth and enthusiasm of a 
genuine scholar.  Impeccable in his tweed jacket and 
conservative tie, his face lights up as he warms to his subject.  
Howard is transformed from dignified lecturer to evangelist 
whenever he speaks of the study-abroad program in Montepulciano.  
His eyes light up; his smile spreads; he chuckles over things 
non-academic like evenings in Rome on your own.  Years melt away 
as he tells personal but never intimate stories of past 
experiences in Italy, where he spent many months studying on the 
path to his doctorate.    
“I’ve picked some great teachers to conduct the classes of your 
choice,” he said.  You can take one morning class from 10AM to 
Noon and one afternoon class from 1PM to 3PM or you may take 
just one,” he said.           
 Classes were to be held on Monday and Wednesday with 
required field trips on Tuesday for morning classes and Thursday 
for afternoon classes.  Howard does not permit himself what 
might be called a broad smile.  Instead, his bright blue eyes 
gave some hint of his fun-loving side when he told us that, on 
weekends, we would be free to travel as we chose, mentioning 
exquisite destinations like Rome, Florence, Venice for rail 
travelers and Paris, London or Vienna for those who wished to 
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fly.  Study instantly became secondary in the minds of his 
audience, replaced by visions of incredible sights and fun 
happenings.   
Howard’s presentation, along with the brochures he 
distributed, convinced me.  Now, all I had to do was to sell 
Sydell.  We had ruled out European travel for a while due to the 
unfavorable currency exchange rate and because we had already 
seen parts of Italy and France.  (The Euro, which we once had 
been able to swap for a dollar, now cost close to $1.50.)  I 
rehearsed my sales presentation and delivered it after our 
dinner of baked chicken, a Sydell specialty and my favorite.   
“Honey, I heard about something great in class today and I 
want to tell you about it.  Let me get it all out before you ask 
questions.  Okay?” 
I’ve mentioned before how my love finishes my sentences 
and, as a rule, hates to venture outside of her comfort zone, 
which, in all fairness, is pretty wide in scope.  In view of 
this, I thought it wise to do a little pre-selling. 
“This is about something new for us, so bear with me until 




“What now, Arthur?  She always uses my proper name when she 
smells a pitch coming.  Was this going to be another ‘Weird 
Arthur’ scheme? 
I told her all I knew about the study-abroad program and 
sat back and waited for the objections.  One would think that, 
after fifty-eight years of marriage, I’d have some small idea of 
how she would react.  Wrong!  There were no objections! 
“Can we afford it?” she asked.   
“Of course not, but when has that stopped us?” I smiled.  
Being a salesman, I proceeded to break it down to a cost per day 
basis. 
“The whole thing will come to about one hundred dollars a 
day for each of us; less than we ever spend for a vacation,” I 
said.  Little did I know that to make our airline points work, 
we would have to spend an expensive week in Paris first. 
“Let’s do it.  It sounds fantastic!” she said.  As always, 
I fell in love with her all over again.  A strange but wonderful 
part of a loving relationship is that it continues to unfold and 
reveal itself as special and unique--unique because no matter 




We are not the most widely traveled couple by any means.  
Oh, I had covered a lot of the world as a youngster during what 
I like to call my misspent youth but most of our married life 
has been filled with the contest to survive; raising Richard and 
Karen and, most recently, building our successful business.  We 
had taken cruises and toured some of Europe and the U.S. but had 
never been gone longer than two weeks.  In this case, we were 
looking at five weeks in a small town in Italy.  An adventure!  
We talked about what it would mean to be away that long but it 
didn’t take long to rationalize palatable responses to any 
negatives. 
   After subtracting the airfare covered by out frequent flyer 
points, the tab came to less than $8,000.00 for five weeks and 
we had spent that much on a ten-day cruise.  Plus, I would be 
completing the credit hours needed for my graduation.  Our kids 
quickly got behind the idea because it fit into their campaign 
to keep us young and out of the Alzheimer ward.   
 Richard always says he has reserved a room for us at the 
old-age home, but Sydell and I have fought the role reversal in 
which children become parents and vice versa.  We try to 
reinvent ourselves on a regular basis.  Our kids have always 
been cheerleaders for our workouts and our willingness to accept 
new mental and physical challenges.  It’s been a long journey 
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from their teenage days and family parties when they were 
embarrassed to see us cutting up on the dance floor.    
 “Remember our first trip to Paris?” I asked Sydell. 
 “It was a few weeks after you had your first hip 
replacement,” Sydell said.  “I still am amazed at how you got 
around with a cane.  It didn’t slow us down a bit.”  She kindly 
chose to ignore my struggles when climbing in and out of taxis.  
I think she really meant it didn’t slow down my drinking and 
eating the culinary delights Paris had to offer.  We chose an 
ageing but graceful hotel on the Left Bank for that trip.  A 
little removed from grand tourist attractions like the Eiffel 
Tower but close to the bistros and cafes frequented by the 
locals.             
 One small café, less than two minutes walk from the hotel, 
the name of which I coaxed from the concierge, who earned no 
commission from such a humble establishment, served Italian food 
to a crowded room.  When you say, crowded in Paris you mean 
people seated shoulder to shoulder and butt to butt at tiny, 
square tables where their occupants inhaled each other’s 
cigarette smoke as they checked out what their neighbors were 
eating.  We were enchanted and ate our fill of pasta and swilled 
vin ordinaire before staggering back the few steps to the hotel. 
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Our one venture into haute cuisine was on the night of our 
wedding anniversary.  I had reserved a table weeks earlier at 
Lucas Carton, long-heralded among the exclusive four-star 
preservers of traditional French service and gastronomic 
displays.  Our table was a forest of crystal with at least four,  
lovely, footed glasses of different sizes for each of us 
accompanied by an array of flatware that exceeded anything we 
had read about in Emily Post.   The heft of the knives summoned 
up images of swordplay while the forks were formidable enough to 
reside in Neptune’s arsenal.   
Servers in a restaurant that had gained international 
acclaim all spoke English and understood perfectly the words 
they love to hear; “Please tell us what you suggest.”  Ambrosia 
and nectar were delivered deftly and accompanied so much 
switching of crystal and silver with each course that we were 
mesmerized.  Sydell wore a little black dress and was radiant.   
The servers were evidently as charmed as I because they 
performed with a zeal not usually accorded American tourists.  
The service charge alone was more than the check had been in any 
of the other eating places we tried, but the service was well 
worth it.   
I do not automatically add the same percentage to any check 
in a restaurant.  If I am genuinely pissed at the quality of the 
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service I will leave one dollar for the forlorn server.  On one 
occasion, after a sloppy performance coupled with interruptions 
every few minutes when I was trying to have a business 
conversation, I left ten cents.  When the server has added to 
the pleasure of our meal, I generally add twenty to twenty-five 
percent of the check as a gratuity.  In a few instances, when in 
a familiar restaurant where we request a particular server, I 
might up the ante to thirty percent.  No, I did not add thirty 
percent at Lucas Carton because I needed taxi fare back to the 
hotel.  They added a service charge to the check, which I 
increased with a few francs. 
The dinner was a wonderful experience but, if a star 
reporter for Bon Appetit were to ask me to choose my most 
memorable meal, I would have to take him to a remote location 
thousands of miles from Paris, when the captain of the Robin 
Gray, the ship on which I sailed as Radio Officer, invited all 
the officers to a dinner ashore. 
After driving a short distance out of Dar-es-Salaam into 
the jungle of Portuguese East Africa in a pickup truck with the 
Captain and six other officers, we came to a clearing that 
contained a ramshackle building that served as a restaurant.  
There were no power lines leading to the large shack, but it was 
ablaze with lights powered by a noisy generator.  The kitchen, 
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for this meal at least, was an outside barbecue pit manned by 
the proprietor’s teenage son.  The menu was simplicity itself.  
Dinner was a whole, split Peri-peri chicken and a bottle of 
white Portuguese wine for each of us.  Hands served as 
implements as we tore into the succulent birds while the First 
Mate regaled us with outrageous stories of previous voyages.  
There were no glasses in sight so we drank from the bottle.  No 
French service or series of courses, but that meal remains my 
most memorable. 
That initial trip to Paris was our first real vacation 
since starting our business.  Even when we reached the point 
where we could afford some R and R, whenever we squeezed out a 
few days off, we felt obligated to visit our Moms in Miami 
Beach.  Driving with and flying without the children, our semi-
annual pilgrimage to the Florida east coast was mandatory.  For 
Sydell and I, those seven days in Paris was a breakthrough and 
the first of some great travel experiences. 
     Now, fifteen years later, our five-day layover on the way 
to Italy and Montepulciano was more a pleasant hors d’oeuvre 
than a full course meal.  We walked.  There is no shortage of 
taxis in Paris, but they might as well have been nonexistent in 
the guide book written by Sydell Harris.  I always remind her of 
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a teenage date in The Bronx when we waited an hour at the subway 
station for a bus because she refused to take a taxi.  
“Honey, the Musee D’Orsay is miles from here,” I protested 
after consulting the street map supplied by the front desk, 
“Let’s grab a cab.”  We were standing in front of our hotel amid 
all the high fashion designer shops.  Sydell responded in the 
spirit of gentle but diabolical inquiry. 
“We are having dinner out, as usual?”  she queried. 
“Of course,” I said.  “The last time I looked there was no 
hot plate in the bathroom,” I chuckled, being mesmerized by my 
own sense of humor, as usual. 
“Complete with wine and dessert, my chubby spouse?”  Those 
blue eyes riveted me in place. 
“Well,” I muttered weakly. 
“All right, then,” said the drill sergeant masquerading as 
my wife, “We walk!” 
Nothing slowed us down this time, either.  We were equipped with 
non-white, semi-fashionable walking shoes that would fool any 
Parisian into thinking we were French patriots.  Being within 
walking distance of the Louvre, Tuilleries, and all the sights 
along the Seine made it all convenient and attractive.  We 
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(window) shopped the entire high fashion district where our 
hotel was located.  The only things we bought were a pocket 
square for Richard and a scarf for Karen at Charvet.  Talk about 
attitude—the sales clerk made it clear that he was doing us an 
enormous favor by speaking to us. 
“Madame?  Monsieur?  Can I be of some assistance? 
“Just looking around,” I said in my most grand cosmopolitan 
manner.  He retreated to a far corner to exchange snide remarks 
with another impeccably clad associate. 
The shop, in a grand cul-de-sac embracing jewelers, 
furriers, couturiers and high-end designer studios, was posh and 
imposing.  If I didn’t have a mission, I would not have ventured 
past the door.  I was no stranger to Saks, Neiman’s and designer 
shops in Atlanta but this one carried attitude to a new level.  
We wanted to find a Charvet pocket square for Richard to go with 
a few of their neckties he had purchased. 
My pause at the pocket square display prompted forward 
movement on the part of the Count(I assumed he was royalty). 
“How much is this one?” I asked, holding it up for his 
perusal. 
“That one is thirty Euros,” he said without blinking. 
252 
 
I did the math and came up with forty-five dollars for a 
12inch square piece of silk.  After my coughing fit subsided, I 
was too weakened to protest and said,      
 “We’ll take it.”          
 We had planned that shopping was to be done in Italy where 
we would look for fabulous leather gloves for Sydell and a new 
purse for me. 
A purse? For Arthur?  Since this is a memoir, I might as 
well admit that I carry a purse.  Well-meaning people refer to 
it as my wallet or bag or satchel and it is all those things but 
still a purse, and I am confident enough in my masculinity to 
call it one.  My reason for wearing this stylish accessory can 
be summed up very simply; I hate stuff in my pockets.  I’m fussy 
about what I wear and it bugs me to be weighted down and sagging 
with keys, wallet, cell phone, sun glasses, pocket calendar, 
memo pad, tissues and any other s--- I might need.  I had been 
carrying a purse since our first trip to Italy years earlier and 
now find that I can do without one only when we go out for 
dinner and I have access to the duffel bag my petite wife drags 
around.   I had worn out the brown purse I bought in Florence on 
our first trip and said I would wait until we got back for a 
replacement.            
 I’ll use discretion when it seems advisable to leave my 
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purse in the trunk of the car.  One day, Richard and I took a 
ride to Birmingham, Alabama, on business and to visit a friend.   
On the way back, after dark, we stopped at a road house in 
Gadsden, Alabama, that looked kind of rough on the outside.   
 “I think it would be a good idea to leave your purse in the 
trunk,” Richard said.  “I know you’re not gay and you know 
you’re not gay but the shitkickers inside won’t know you’re not 
gay.” 
“Where I go, my purse goes,” I said. 
“Dad, you’ve made it this far and I want you around for a 
while,” number one son pleaded. 
“As long as we know who the chicken is,” I said as I put my 
bag in the trunk. 
After seeing the interior of the place, which lacked only 
spittoons to be a perfect movie set for a barroom brawl, I was 
glad I listened to him.  We bellied up to the bar, had a beer, 
paused to relieve ourselves, and beat a hasty retreat. 
  Sydell and I have never found bad food in Paris and this 
trip was no exception even though dinners were modest and 
lunches were fun meals in bistros.  First of all, the hotel 
dining room was more than adequate so, in addition to 
breakfasts, we enjoyed one dinner there our first night when we 
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were exhausted from traveling.   The dining room, which was 
situated off the tiny reception area, held only half a dozen 
tables and, for the most part, was used only for breakfast in 
spite of an illuminated sign outside that they hoped would 
attract dinner guests.          
 On this night, only one other table was occupied by a young 
couple who were oblivious to anyone else in the room.   Our 
waiter suggested the Coq au Vin and we agreed to that and a 
small salad since we were too hungry to deliberate and were more 
interested in sipping from the carafe of wine he brought to our 
table.  The food was excellent and we retired early to our 
comfortable room in order to be fresh for a day of touring.  
We had no destinations for lunch and dropped into any 
bistro that looked inviting, usually choosing to sit at an 
outside table so we could watch Parisians and tourists passing 
by.  It was easy to separate them, the most casually dressed 
native being more smartly attired than the visitors in their 
white sneakers and baseball caps.  I like to think that Sydell 
and I were less easy to spot since we generally wore black, the 
choice of most Parisians.   For dinner we relied on the desk 
clerk who doubled as concierge and had great taste.   We 
splurged only on our last night, since it was the evening before 
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our 58th wedding anniversary, and we wanted to say adieu to Paris 
in a fitting manner.  
During a stroll, we passed a modestly fronted restaurant 
and checked the menu.  It was expensive but not outrageous so we 
ventured inside to check out the ambience, which was pleasing.  
Not knowing what might be in store for us in Montepulciano, we 
decided to celebrate our 58th Wedding Anniversary the night 
before instead of waiting for the next day when it would be 
official. 
We started our personal holiday in our hotel room before 
the time of our restaurant reservation.  We have found, as we 
mature, that celebrating after dinner and after booze doesn’t 
work as well as it did in previous years so we agreed to polish 
off our room bottle of wine while getting ready.  A shower for 
two in our oversized facility led to a predictable conclusion 
and left us in a proper, celebratory mood.  We donned the best 
of our limited travel apparel and walked the short distance to 
our destination.   
The clean, muted contemporary décor of the restaurant 
supplied the right ambience for our mood of quiet celebration.  
We left the choice of food and wine pretty much up to our server 
and he did not disappoint.  The evening was well worth the 
departure from the so-called budget we had imposed on ourselves 
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and we congratulated each other on the choice and on the 
occasion.  Our incredible marital journey thrives under every 
circumstance but it sure doesn’t hurt to make our surroundings 
special whenever we are able.  As usual on this annual 
milestone, we took time to reminisce.   
“I think our 40th was outstanding,” I said.  “The look on 
your mother’s face when we walked in together and saw the 
cabaret Karen and Bernard had created.  Seeing Evelyn and Burt 
in Atlanta when we had no idea they would be there.” 
“My vote would be our 50th,” Sydell misted, “Richard and 
Karen did such a great job setting up his home.  And all those 
people!”   
“If I can have a second choice,” I said, “And I don’t mean 
second in importance, it would be all the years we have 
celebrated just like this—you and me—alone.”  To stay married as 
long as we have, you learn to say stuff like that. 
We left for the airport early the next morning, knowing 
that we had a long day’s travel ahead of us.  When you are 
flying on points, even though you have spent hard-earned dollars 
to earn them, you are more or less at the mercy of the airlines, 
and non-stop flights are more the exception than the rule.  In 
this case, our first class flight from Paris was on Air France 
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to Duesseldorf in Germany and we enjoyed good service and 
refreshments.  After a short layover but a long walk with 
luggage from one gate to another, we boarded our plane to 
Florence.  The whole trip was mercifully uneventful.  
The wear and tear commenced after a taxi delivered us to 
the train station in Florence from which we were to catch a 
train to Chiusi, the nearest stop to Montepulciano, our final 
destination.   
      ***  
 “Hurry, Honey, we don’t want to miss the train!” I said 
while huffing and puffing.         
 I was pulling one big, wheeled bag with my left hand and 
dragging our rolling carryon with the other while Sydell was 
hauling the other big rolling bag.   They gave us a track number 
when we bought our tickets at the train station in Florence but 
didn’t say one word about its being at the far end of the last 
track in this big depot.   The instructions from Kennesaw State 
said to pack for two weeks for our five week stay in 
Montepulciano, the idea being that it was no big deal to be seen 
in the same shirt a few times.  No problem for me, but for 
Sydell packing was torture.  Whether or not there was enough in 
our bags was not the question; at that moment we would have 
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cheerfully worn the same outfit every day just so we wouldn’t 
have to haul those bags.  
 With an assist from a burly and friendly fellow passenger, 
we managed to push our luggage up and into the train and select 
seats in an almost empty car.  Since it was not rush hour, we 
had the train pretty much to ourselves.   The last time we had 
been on an Italian train was on the anniversary of the 
liberation of Rome during a previous trip.  Then it was 
standing-room only with sandwich vendors shoving passengers 
aside so they could get through to peddle their food and drinks.  
This time we could relax in the comfortable seats and appreciate 
the niceties of sleek, clean-lined Italian design.  It was a 
pleasant three-hour run to Chiusi, our destination from which we 
were to take a taxi to Montepulciano.  The other students were 
traveling as a group under the supervision of Howard Shealey and 









     MONTEPULCIANO MAGIC 
The date, May 16th, is easy to remember because it was our 
58th wedding anniversary.  Looking back, I guess it made sense to 
act the part of a bridegroom lugging bags.  In this case, after 
dragging them off the train, it meant navigating them one at a 
time, down a long flight of stairs to an underground tunnel, to 
the other side of the tracks, and the exit to the street.  To 
get back up to street level and avoid carrying the baggage up an 
equally long flight of stairs, there was an elevator not much 
bigger than an old fashioned phone booth.  It took three trips 
to get us and the luggage to street level.  Happily, our taxi 
driver loaded our stuff into the back of his minivan and spoke 
English well enough to double as tour guide during our ride to 
Montepulciano.  
 We passed through several villages during the thirty-minute 
drive.  Our first sighting of our temporary home was from six 
miles out after which it disappeared, popping up full size after 
the last turn.   Montepulciano is a small village clinging 
tenuously to a hillside in Tuscany.  It attracts crowds of 
tourists disproportionate to its size because it is so 
picturesque and oozes charm.  It is a vertical town with almost 
no level streets and all private cars have to park outside its 
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four-foot-thick walls.  Cabs and buses may enter through the 
gate that dates back to before the Common Era.   
 Our anniversary, which had begun with no fun and strenuous 
travel turned out to be one of the best we have ever celebrated.  
Joe Remillard, who was to be Sydell’s art teacher, met us at Il 
Sasso, a school that teaches Italian as a second language.  The 
director of the school, a wonderful German woman named Heike 
drove with us and Joe to our apartment where she and Joe 
insisted on lugging our bags up the long flight of steep, stone 
steps to our landing. 
 The front door opened into the kitchen.  The room was big 
enough to hold an adequate table and chairs that would serve for 
eating breakfast and lunch after which it doubled as a desk for 
study and homework.  Ikea designers took care of all our needs 
with newly-installed white metal cabinets, stove, refrigerator 
and a combination washer/dryer filling the entire wall facing a 
large window that opened on to a view of the street and 
buildings across the way.    
 “It’s adorable!” Sydell gasped.  Have I mentioned that my 
wife is a champion gasper?     
 We walked through an archway into a larger room I will call 
our living room.  In reality it would serve as a second bedroom 
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if the unit was occupied by more than two people.  It held a 
wardrobe closet, a breakfront and two day beds with bolster 
pillows.  A short hallway off the kitchen led to our tiny 
bedroom and bathroom.  When I say tiny, I mean that the two 
single beds pushed together occupied almost all the floor space 
available.  Tiptoeing was in order when making your way from the 
doorway to the closet.  We hadn’t experienced beds like these 
since a weekend at a friend’s house on an out-of-town visit.  
The bathroom was equally spacious with a shower that prohibited 
bending over to soap your feet unless you opened the curtain so 
your head or butt could stick out.   
 The flat was spotless.  Heike had made sure that it was 
completely scrubbed and vacuumed before our arrival and, truth 
be told, we were so excited to be there after a long, tough trip 
that we didn’t much care about the décor.  We had already been 
charmed by the cobble stone streets, the shuttered windows with 
flower boxes, the gaily decorated doorways and all the other 
delights we saw from the taxi on our way up the hill from Il 
Sasso.  We would take a lot of pictures of doorways during our 
stay.  I don’t know if the purpose was to make visitors feel 
welcome or simply to be decorative, but many accesses to homes 
were lavishly embroidered with flowers and handsome pots, with 
overflowing window boxes to complement the entrances. 
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Joe Remillard, after helping us to settle in our apartment,  
allowed us a little time to freshen up and came back for us 
about twenty minutes later.   He then took us to dinner along 
with his partner and future husband, Steve Osunsami, an ABC 
correspondent who would end his vacation the next day.   We 
dined at Da Chenano, the trattoria where we would be having our 
dinners almost every night for the next five weeks.   Joe and 
Steve insisted on picking up the check for a splendid feast of 
antipasto, pasta, meat course, and dessert washed down with 
Prosecco, a sparkling white wine; Nobile, an excellent regional 
red wine and Limoncello, a traditional after-dinner drink made 
of alcohol, lemon juice and sugar.   It was the first of many 
feasts to come.            
 More important, was the company provided by these two 
sweet, generous, and accomplished men.  Joe had left a career as 
an attorney years earlier to pursue his dream of becoming a 
professional artist.   In addition to becoming a professor at 
KSU, Joe is an accomplished painter who shows and sells at 
galleries in Atlanta and other cities.  Steve is a senior 
correspondent with ABC and is often featured on network news, 
garnering an Emmy for his work.  Years later, we continue to 
enjoy the company of these good friends as we test our cooking 
skills on each other.  
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 That trattoria would turn out to be the setting for night 
after night of stimulating dinners.  Howard, in his infinite 
wisdom, arranged for us to dine at a table in a room devoted to 
regular restaurant patrons, along with the five faculty members 
and Rise Spearman, Howard’s charming, red-headed wife.   Another 
professor’s wife would join us about midway through the program.  
Our fifty classmates, almost all of whom were in their late 
teens or early twenties raised their hormonal clamor in a dining 
room on a lower level of the establishment.  I feel sure my 
hearing aids would have exploded if I had to sit with that 
enthusiastic bunch.         
 Sydell and I did fine with them on a one-to-one basis and 
with small groups on field trips, but fifty at one time boggled 
the mind and the ears.  Kathleen, Tim and Howard are all Ph. D.s 
and historians; Joe, a lawyer in an earlier life, is an artist 
and teacher of painting and drawing, Rise is a mostly retired 
art teacher and art historian, Marty is an award-winning poet.  
The discussions, made fluid by bottles of wine, were sometimes 
contentious but more often hilarious and more instructive than 
anything we discussed in the classrooms.   One night, in the 
second week, the conversation moved to laundry and food 
shopping.  I voiced my objections. 
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 “Hey, everybody,” I said, “I didn’t come to Italy to sit 
with a bunch of Ph. D.s and talk about dry cleaning.  Let’s get 
back to the Renaissance.”   They cheerfully agreed and, after 
that, domestic matters were discussed elsewhere, if at all.    
We took turns buying wine for the table each night.  The 
usual order was the delicious local red wine unless it was a 
special occasion when we ordered Nobile, the wine for which 
Montepulciano is noted.  One special Nobile night was my 80th 
birthday.   I didn’t want to forget my new friends among the 
student body, so I sent down bottles of the table red for all 
fifty of those young men and women.  After dinner, on their way 
to their hangout, most of them stopped at our table to thank me 
or to sing the birthday song.        
 I’ve had my share of great milestone birthdays in my life 
and this one has to rank with the best of them.   Because we 
have no grandchildren, our exposure to young men and women is 
limited.  If that group was any example, older people certainly 
underrate these great people.  Sydell and I felt no pain while 
walking up the hill to our little apartment that night but moved 
a little slower than usual the next morning as we made our way 
down the hill to our classes.   
 Our being billeted on the far, uphill side of town from the 
school and from all the shops and restaurants was no one’s fault 
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and turned out to be a happy mistake in terms of our physical 
fitness.  When plans for the Study Abroad semester were drawn, 
the school was supposed to be located in The Fortress, a tourist 
attraction built at the summit of the village and close to our 
apartment.   The plan was to make our apartment location easy 
for us old codgers to walk back and forth.  At the last moment, 
the town fathers decided to move the school to the Palazzo 
Salembini, just a block away from our dining place about halfway 
down the hill.           
 The palazzo was originally the summer home of a family that 
fled to the cooler air of Montepulciano from the sweltering 
streets of Florence during the summer months some five hundred 
years ago.  Thick walls and high ceilings in large rooms kept us 
comfortable in class in spite of the unforgiving chairs we 
occupied.   Those chairs weren’t bad for the youngsters whose 
butts had not disappeared with the passage of time, but served 
as instruments of torture for me.   
 In case, “halfway down the hill,” doesn’t sound like a 
difficult distance to traverse, picture yourself, stomach filled 
with antipasto, pasta and the rest of a full course dinner 
complete with wine and Limoncello, climbing a fireman’s ladder 
extended to its maximum length.  Now multiply that by three.  
That is what it seemed like for these two octogenarians to find 
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their way home at night.  Always reluctant to show any signs of 
weakness, we welcomed the low, stone wall about fifty yards 
short of our destination, where tourists would take advantage of 
a space between buildings to gaze at the countryside.   We gazed 
at that same countryside every night in order to catch our 
breaths enough to climb the home stretch of our hill followed by  
the long flight of steep, narrow stairs inside our building to 
get to our little nest.    
 The next special event was a weekend visit with Karen, 
Richard and Shawn, our surrogate grandson.   Shawn is the son of 
Connie Plunkett, who was the major love of Richard’s life and 
who had passed away as the result of a degenerative nerve 
disease.   Since Shawn’s father had also died when Shawn was a 
boy, Richard has always been there for him and they have a very 
close relationship.  Shawn always comes to our home for holiday 
dinners whenever he is in town and is cherished by our entire 
family.   He is a beautiful human being, inside and out, who now 
works near Washington, D.C. after receiving his Master’s at Duke 
University.   Karen fell in love with a small inn down the hill 
near the gate while the men took up residence in a bed and 
breakfast closer to us.  The stage was set with all the 
components needed for an amazing visit. 
267 
 
 First on the schedule was a reception party to introduce 
our family to our table mates.  For a site we chose the terrace 
of the lovely Hotel San Francesco, named for a neighboring 
church.  We drank wine and ate antipasto for over two hours in 
this perfect setting overlooking the valley.   Our hosts kept 
the food and the Nobile flowing and even the check was a 
pleasant, affordable surprise.   Sydell and I spent the whole 
time beaming as our special family joined our new, special 
friends in laughter and animated conversation.  Nobody left 
sober or unhappy and our family was on the way to the first of 
three nights of glorious dinners at the best restaurants in 
town.             
 Because our dinners at the trattoria were included with our 
tuition, we had not explored other venues but we were guided by 
Howard and Rise with their years of exploration and their 
exquisite culinary taste.  All of them were outstanding, but one 
approached perfection.  La Grotta, famous for miles around, lies 
in the shadow of San Biaggio, a Renaissance church in the valley 
that we could see from our favorite viewing site at the top of 
the hill.  We chose to sit in the garden where there were only a 
half dozen tables, two of them occupied.   The temperature was 
ideal, the skies filled with stars and the garden in full bloom 
with flowers of all fragrances and colors.      
 I certainly didn’t look at my watch, but I know that at 
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least three hours passed between the first glass of Prosecco and 
the last sip of brandy.   We spoke of past, present and future 
and shared our love with each other.  Karen had been a little 
reluctant about Shawn joining her and Richard, not wanting to 
share this rare time together, but Shawn had won her over 
completely by this time and we were breaking bread as a close 
family.   We welcomed the respite from our nightly climb when 
they violated town ordinances and drove us to our apartment.   
After trying it themselves, they had been amazed at our stamina 
in climbing those hills two and three times a day.  They were 
amazed?  We still can’t believe it.   
 Of course, we hated to see them leave but that slight 
sadness was ameliorated by the fact that they were going on to 
more adventures in Venice, Naples, Sorrento and Rome while we 
went back to our wonderful routine of classes, field trips and 
communal dinners.  Every Tuesday and Thursday Sydell and I 
separated to be with our classes on trips to Rome, Florence, 
Sienna, Orvieto, Pienza, Montecino and other towns and cities.  
We traveled on buses that left before 8:00 A.M. and returned 
just in time for us to dash up long flights of winding stairs 
from the bus depot to Il Corso where dinner was served in our 
hospitable trattoria.  I was to face one of the most strenuous 
tests of my physical fitness in Cortona, the town publicized by 
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Frances Mayes in her bestsellers, Under the Tuscan Sun, Belle 
Tuscany and Every Day in Tuscany.   
 Our trip to this lovely town coincided with some kind of 
hormonal upheaval in the endocrinal system of our poet/teacher 
from middle Georgia, Marty.  For some reason, this handsome but 
corpulent, fortyish man chose this scene to exhibit his 
faltering machismo by insisting on leading our group up 
virtually vertical steps and slopes at a pace that caused a 
couple of youngsters to drop out along the way.  Being an old 
hand at the fragile male ego macho thing, I refused to be 
outdone and stayed in the vanguard of our sweating and bitching 
troop.  It was a bedraggled dozen souls who finally made their 
way to the church and fort at the summit of the climb.  
Incidentally, this was the only teacher in a half dozen 
semesters to give me a ‘B’ instead of my usual ‘A’ grade.  A 
poll taken with our group of students and teachers would have 
shown that Marty wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer but I 
prefer to believe that being separated from his wife was a major 
distraction for him.   Fortunately for me, I had already nailed 
my honors degree so no damage was done.   
 After we got back down to where the air was thick enough to 
breathe easily, I passed on viewing another church and 
neighboring statues and seized the opportunity to get a much-
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needed pedicure.  At least, I thought it was much-needed until 
the untrained practitioner drew blood, at which point I 
hurriedly vacated the premises.  Her solution to my voluble 
complaint was to take a few dollars off her price for the 
butchering and I, choosing discretion as the better part of 
valor, being in a place where I had almost no command of the 
language, swallowed my indignation and left.   A happier 
incident during my truant time was finding a hat shop where I 
bought a handsome white straw hat that I still wear.    
 Sydell, meantime, was having a great time with Rise on 
those Monday and Wednesday afternoons when I was in class and 
she was free to explore on her own.   The two redheads were a 
match made in heaven, with their mutual passion for healthy diet 
and exercise, the generation’s difference in their ages was of 
no importance.  Both slim and fit, Rise’s red hair was 
absolutely straight and always exactly in place while Sydell’s 
unruly red curls would fizz as soon as the humidity increased.   
Howard and I have always congratulated ourselves and each other 
about our choice in mates.  Rise had her car and they were free 
to roam the countryside.         
 No antique or craft shop escaped their scrutiny or prodding 
fingers.  Delicate salads with a glass of white wine were 
consumed in picturesque little bars and cafes in all directions 
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within an hour or two from Montelpulciano.  One day they came 
back enthralled with a condominium they had seen, priced and 
would have bought for some dream time in the hazy future.   
Howard and Rise were so in love with Italy that they might have 
retired and moved there if it were not for Rise’s mother in 
Georgia needing her attentive care.  We are thankful they 
haven’t made that move because it turns out that our 
relationship was not a “summer romance” and they have continued 
to be our dear friends. 
 Dan and Sue Papp came to town for a five-day visit during 
our semester.  Dan was and is the President of Kennesaw State 
University since he replaced Betty Siegel, and I guess this was 
kind of an inspection visit of the Study Abroad Program.  
Whatever the official purpose, Howard rolled out the red carpet 
for them, and Sydell and I were included in all the events.   
First on the list, aside from their presence at dinner at Da 
Chenano one night, was a visit to a farm house, located just 
fifteen minutes from town.   The owners of the farm had recently 
retired from being proprietors of a fine restaurant where we had 
enjoyed dinner one night.  There was to be a cooking lesson 
followed by dinner for seven of us, Joe Remillard being the odd 
number.             
 It took place in a small structure close to their home that 
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housed a huge kitchen and small classroom.  We stood around a 
butcher block the size of a boardroom conference table where 
Mama was the instructor who would teach us to make a handmade 
pasta called Picci.   Of course, first in the order of business 
was a generous pour of red wine made in a tiny winery on the 
farm where they grew their own grapes.  It was delicious.  Mama 
then proceeded with the cooking (and drinking)class.   
 She hollowed out a big mound of flour and broke eggs into 
the crater she had created along with a couple of other 
ingredients I can’t remember and proceeded to blend and knead 
this into a ball of dough.  She then grabbed a handful of the 
putty-like substance and began to roll it out on the table, much 
the same as I did with clay when I was a kid.  She pressed and 
rolled vigorously until she had a long strand about the 
thickness of a pencil.  Then it was our turn.  We rolled and 
sipped, rolled and gulped, rolled and drank the delicious 
decanted wine.   This was no clear, light, tannin-free nectar 
but a liquid that had been stamped from grapes in the not-too-
distant past and was rich in texture.   The pasta produced by 
our tipsy efforts ranged from a smooth work of art by Sydell to 
my grotesque effort that did not have a bulge-free inch in its 
entire length.           
 Papa appeared in time to lead us to the main house for 
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dinner. Every piece of expertly installed woodwork; every 
picture, lamp,  and curio on a table, every piece of china, 
crystal and silver at each place setting was glowing and 
spotless.   Several etageres displayed fine bone china and 
crystal.  This home reflected the superb attention to detail on 
which their restaurant’s success had been built.  Every morsel 
and drop of food and wine we consumed was grown and cultivated 
on this farm, which still supplied the restaurant they had 
owned.             
 Starting with an elaborate antipasto which included 
varieties of salami, cheese, olives, eggplant and more, followed 
by our hand-rolled Picci, there were courses of seafood, rabbit, 
fowl, beef and five or six side dishes of vegetables.   The 
inevitable Limoncello and Grappa followed decanters of more 
refined wine consumed with gusto.   Dessert was an exquisite 
tirimisu accompanied by expresso and biscotti.  
After stuffing ourselves beyond capacity, we exchanged many 
cheek kisses and hugs with our hosts and climbed into our 
waiting car and the driver that Howard had wisely provided for 
took us back to town.  More hugs and kisses as we dropped of Dan 
and Susan Papp, after which we were deposited at our front door 
and the driver took Rise and Howard home to their delightful 
apartment.  We had visited them earlier in the semester when we 
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enjoyed a wine tasting along with excellent samples of local 
cheese on their elevated patio along with our usual dinner 
companions.            
 The Papps’ visit was rounded out with winery and 
sightseeing tours.  For Sydell and me it was the beginning of 
what was to become a wonderful, added dimension to our social 
lives.  Howard and Rise Shealey have become dear, dear friends.  
We all meet with Joe Remillard and his now husband Steve 
Osunsami several times a year for dinner at one of our homes.  
We see Dan and Sue Papp less frequently, often on official KSU 
occasions, but have come to value their friendship.  They are 
extremely busy growing and nurturing our burgeoning campus. 
 Dr. Dan Papp is a formidable personality.  That does not 
mean forbidding in any sense because he casts an aura akin to 
that of a warm, teddy bear.  He is formidable in his track 
record of administrative and academic accomplishment, as well as 
a pages long list of articles and books he has written.  
Kennesaw State University ranks third in size in the university 
system and keeps growing rapidly under his supervision.  He 
freely admits that his wife, the beautiful Susan, is responsible 
for keeping him on track so that he can get everything done.  
She smiles with pride (and a great deal of patience) as he 
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shakes hands, hugs, and works the room.   He mischievously 
promised to embarrass me on graduation day. 
 
     
 















CHAPTER XVII    
GRADUATION – MISSION ACCOMPLISHED 
“Is there anyone in there anyone in the graduating class 
over the age of 80?” Dan Papp, President of Kennesaw State 
University, asked the class of fall, 2007. 
 He didn’t change expression because he had been wearing a 
smile all the way through his commencement roll call.  He began 
his buildup to my shining moment by asking how many graduates 
held a job while completing their education and the audience 
clapped when more than half of the black-robed students 
responded.  After asking how many held two jobs, he then 
departed from his usual script and asked about ages. 
 “Who is over age 30?” Dan queried and then continued with 
40, 50 and 60 getting a number over 40 and a few over 50.  He 
had promised to embarrass me at the ceremony and had reached the 
moment.  There was a strong round of applause when I stood up 
after his 80 question and another ripple of clapping when I was 
handed my piece of paper during the procession on stage.   
 The young male grad seated alongside looked at me 
quizzically as the ceremony started.  “What is this old codger 
doing here?” his expression said but we became friendly as we 
waited for the proceedings to unfold.  After Dan ran through his 
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litany of questions, the young man pumped my hand 
enthusiastically.           
  The next great moment came when I was part of the 
procession to the stage where rolled parchment was being handed 
out in lieu of the diploma we would receive in the mail shortly 
after.  Dan Papp, the vice-president and the appropriate Dean 
shook hands with each grad before they left the stage.  When it 
came my turn, Dan shook my hand but also embraced me in a big 
hug.  My eyes filled with unshed tears while the crowd 
applauded.   
Unlike some of the younger, cooler male grads who chose the 
campus garb of jeans to wear under their robes, I had dressed 
carefully with a jacket and necktie to honor the occasion and 
one of the most important achievements in my life.  It came in 
handy because, after the ceremony, when Sydell and I walked 
outside into the hot, glaring Georgia sun, where all the grads 
and their families and friends were milling about, we were 
directed to a school bus on the fringe of the crowd.  The seats 
were filled with family and friends who cheered and applauded as 
we took the two front seats left open for us.  Totally unknown 
to us, the bus had been reserved to take our party to the Jolley 
Lodge, a hospitality center built on the KSU campus in the 
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absence of a president’s residence.  The ride took only a few 
minutes, but it spared us from the severe August heat.   
 Jolley Lodge is a mansion minus the bedrooms.  Its public 
rooms are generously sized to accommodate hundreds of people for 
a recital, reception or party.  In this case, it was a cocktail 
party for the oldest graduate in the history of the university-- 
me.  Although we were already on our way to becoming friends 
after our fun times in Montepulciano, I feel sure that Dan and 
the university feted the occasion rather than the individual who 
captured the longevity record for a student.  Whatever the 
reason, the good food and wine were a lovely reward for the 
family members who had traveled to wish me well, and our local 
friends who took time away from work and busy schedules to honor 
me.   
 There were administration officials and faculty members 
present as well.  I was happy to see Dr. Sarah Robbins, my 
favorite and most accomplished teacher; Dr. Nina Morgan, a 
sharp-witted and sharp-tongued instructor who kept me alert 
every minute of class and Tony Grooms, who has become a friend 
and mentor, among others.  My sister-in-law Shirley left an 
ailing husband in good hands to travel from Tampa, Florida,and 
cousin Rosalie, our dearest friend and traveling companion, and 
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niece Bonnie came down from New York.  It was the Bar Mitsvah 
celebration I never had as a kid.   
 Our closest Atlanta friends turned out in force, and the 
gathering lasted for two hours before we headed for home in 
Atlanta. We had thrown our own party two days earlier at our 
home in Buckhead located on the edge of the most affluent 
residential area of the city.  I say ‘the edge’ because our 
ranch house does not compare in size or scope with the mansions 
we pass when taking a walk in the neighborhood.  That being 
said, Sydell and I agree that we would not trade our little 
villa for any of the grand mansions we have visited for charity 
functions and the like.   
 What our house lacks in number of rooms it makes up in the 
large, uncluttered spaces under our roof.  We have had parties 
with as many as 75 people attending without any feeling of being 
crowded.  When we first toured our home as prospective buyers, 
we were appalled by the claustrophobic-inducing clutter caused 
by too much furniture in rooms painted in dark colors.  Other 
than carpeting and eggshell paint we bought no furnishings for 
our new home.  In thirty-two hundred square feet, we have only 
two bedrooms and an office along with a living/dining room, 
family room, kitchen and three baths.  We have transformed a 
former post-war tract ranch house into an Italian villa, as 
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visiting workmen and guests like to call it, by adding a small, 
glass-enclosed eating area off the kitchen, enclosing a non-used 
screened porch to house a fitness room, and my prize, a personal 
110 square foot walk-in closet complete with all the drawers and 
hanging spaces one could ask for.  
 The other revisions to the house were a walk-in cedar 
closet that enables a seasonal transfer of our wardrobes and a 
total renovation of an old, dark bathroom into a sleek, modern 
facility with plenty of light from a big window.  Nervous guests 
can pull down a shade to protect their modesty.  Normally, there 
is not a person in shouting distance, but during parties or pool 
activity, it is wise to take precautions.    
 Ah, yes, the “Money Pit,” as most owners call their pools.  
After passing inspection by someone whose specialty must have 
been swamps and wetlands, we have replaced the lining, the 
heater, the filter, the main pump and the auxiliary pump, 
leaving no evidence of any original accessories.  I do not dare 
to calculate the cost of opening the pool, closing the pool, 
weekly maintenance while it is open and truckloads of chemicals 
to keep us safe so we can pay the bills.    
 We Atlantans have the pleasure of seven to nine months (for 
the braver souls) of bathing during the twelve-month span, and 
our swimming hole is heated to take advantage of some cooler 
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days.  The heater is a must for Sydell even when the August 
mercury reads ninety five.  I can safely say that thermostat 
settings are the only constant source of friction between us, my 
comfort zone being about fifteen degrees cooler than hers.  The 
only alternative, since a liner pool cannot be left dormant, is 
to fill it in with dirt transported from several building sites 
at a cost I do not care to consider.   
 The house is set on one and one-quarter acres in the heart 
of Atlanta.  It is approached on foot by a long driveway pitched 
at a degree that would give pause to climbers of Mt. Everest.  
Our view on all sides is of tall trees and accompanying foliage.  
I am proud to say that we are energy- and water-saving green 
because all of the property is covered by ivy or moss; there is 
no lawn in sight, nor will we ever create one.  
 All this provides a great scene for parties and we have had 
some memorable ones.  The most important of them all was 
daughter Karen’s marriage to Bruce Froy, our beloved son-in-law.  
Karen’s first marriage, to Bernard Cohen, a professional 
photographer, had ended, after 11 years, in a nasty divorce 
generated by Bernard when she called it quits.  Now, after years 
of being single Karen went online to J-Date a matchmaking 
service for single Jewish men and women and came up with a 
winner.   
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 Bruce owned a pawn shop in suburban Atlanta.  A four-stroke 
handicap golfer, he is handsome with a powerful physique.  They 
are a striking couple.  Before you say, “Sure, what else would 
you say?  You’re her father!” let me add that everyone they meet 
comes away with the same impression.  The bonus for us was that, 
after all these years, we finally had a grandson!  Josh, a 
graduate of the University of Georgia, is a delightful young man 
who joins us for holiday dinners, birthdays and all other 
occasions.  He is a welcome addition to our family and the 
potential source of a great-grandchild.  
 Their wedding was a total success.  Modest in scope, it was 
held next to the pool behind our house.  We had around eighty 
guests; all people we held dear.  The officiating clergy person, 
Nancy Kassel, is the daughter of close friends and a cantor at 
one of the Atlanta temples.  She has the voice of an angel and 
prayers were never chanted with more grace and beauty.  Sydell 
and Karen decorated the ceremonial Chuppah, a canopy that 
sheltered the wedding party during the nuptials.  The floating 
flowers in the pool nearby were splendid.  A three piece band 
provided music for background and dancing.  The bar was set up 
immediately outside the family room and bountiful food provided 




 For the first time in memory, we ran out of something at a 
party.  The champagne was exhausted about two-thirds through the 
evening.  We had a fallback of Prosecco and only one couple 
experienced champagne withdrawal pains.  The dear souls made do 
with scotch whiskey.  Karen, who, like her mother, improves with 
age, was breathtaking in an off-white satin jumpsuit, the fruit 
of days of painstaking shopping.  Her mother, my bride, wore a 
bronze lace dress; the result of an equal number of shopping 
hours.  Not to be outdone, Richard, the groom and I sported new 
suits for the occasion.  There may have been bigger weddings 
taking place but no wedding parties looked better than ours.  
More important, Karen and Bruce have been happy together for the 
four years that have elapsed.   
        ***        
 My educational itch had been thoroughly, exhaustively, 
completely scratched.   It had been four years since beginning 
the journey when, with some trepidation but much excitement, I 
started my first class at Kennesaw State University at the young 
and tender age of 77.  I coasted scholastically during the final 
three months, most of which was spent in Montepulciano taking 
the last two classes I needed to qualify for my Bachelor of Arts 
in English.  My Grade Point Average of 3.7 ensured my Cum Laude 
honors.  I sort of wished I had not used my credits earned at 
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Georgia State University because my KSU grades would have 
qualified me for Summa Cum Laude honors.  My GPA in graduate 
school should finish at 3.9.  I know that writing about these 
numbers appears boastful, but I am damn proud to have achieved 
them at this point in my life.   
 Other than birthdays, which everyone experiences, I hadn’t 
been the center of attention for years.  Rather, I stood in the 
reflection of Sydell’s glory because she was the spokesperson 
and the spiritual leader of Spa Sydell.  With me supplying the 
cement that held it together, her leadership, along with 
Richard’s marketing legerdemain and the support of our fabulous 
service staff led by the standards Karen had set down had 
combined to make us the outstanding day spa operation in 
Atlanta, the Southeast, even the entire country, as far as we 
knew. There were no official rankings at the time.  Our choice 
to eschew providing hair services had made our growth unique, 
employing over 500 people in seven day spas at the time of my 
graduation.   This achievement brought high-profile status among 
the cognoscenti in Atlanta and in our industry.  Free publicity 
in newspapers, magazines, and on television and radio, was 
frequent and positive exposure.     
 Sydell accepted awards and made speeches while working 
harder than anyone by selling to clients and training personnel, 
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as well as coddling a few pet clients with her skilled hands.   
Her energy never flagged, nor did mine as I wrote ad copy, hired 
and fired and brainstormed and fought with Richard up to some 
years before my graduation when he took over the responsibility 
of CEO.  Sydell and I attended the charity balls and other 
functions; we were written up in media publications.  One 
Valentine’s Day we filled a full-page photo in Atlanta Magazine 
as loving septuagenarians.  Other pages featured prominent young 
and middle-aged high-profile couples. 
 In this academic journey at KSU, Sydell cheerfully changed 
her role from star to supporter and was with me every step of 
the way.  She read every word I wrote during those four years of 
undergraduate study and still does.  She gloated with me when a 
teacher graded an exam or paper with an A and consoled me when 
there was an occasional B, assuring me that the next one would 
be better.  She loved attending philosophy lectures and 
mandatory theatre performances.  Most important, she placed the 
highest priority on classes or other appointments I arranged, 
and maneuvered our social and charity events around them.  I 
could not have accomplished my mission without her clearing the 
way of any obstacles. 
 If I wanted to spend the money on uniforms, I could have 
had the strongest cheerleading squad captained by my children, 
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Richard and Karen.  They never questioned the oddball tasks and 
goals I set for myself, always doing the required back flips and 
singing fight songs to egg me on to greater heights.  I have 
devoted a disproportionate amount of attention to this 
relatively short span of my life, but the realization of a dream 
is, to me, worth talking about. 
          ***       
 There was more to come! 
 Several months later, President Dan Papp asked me if I 
would like to do the commencement address for the class that 
followed mine and would graduate in December of 2007.   
 I flashed on my graduation and the audience of thousands 
comprised of graduates, faculty, officials and friends and 
families of the grads.  I had been pretty good at public 
speaking in my role of sales manager along the way in my career, 
but I had never spoken to a group that size.  In addition, I 
remembered the poor and boring presentation made by the 
commencement speaker when I was in cap and gown the previous 
semester.  He was a successful motivator but he made the 
unfortunate mistake of selling his services instead of inspiring 
the audience.           
 I hesitated for all of five seconds before I said, “YES!” 
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 Our family showed up early on that awesome day.  We had 
explicit directions about where to park, and we were greeted by 
Dr. Mary Quat, the sweet professor/administrator who would 
smooth the way for me on more than one occasion.  She led us to 
the new Convocation Center, where my graduation and all of the 
home basketball games for the Owls held forth.  It is truly an 
impressive structure among the number of new buildings on the 
ever-growing campus of KSU.  Our first stop was an upper level, 
posh space used for receptions and the like.  On this occasion, 
we were treated to a buffet breakfast along with Dan Papp and 
members of faculty and staff.        
 The caffeine in the coffee was superfluous because I was 
charged and ready, having written and rewritten my speech and 
reciting it over and over to Sydell, the last time being that 
same morning.  Somewhere along the line, I had progressed from a 
shoot-from-the-hip scribbler who took pride in never looking at 
his copy a second time.  Now a more disciplined writer, I had 
revised and polished my speech until I was satisfied it would 
have the desired impact.  
 Weeks earlier, I had a short, Starbucks consultation with 
Nadia Bilchik, a consultant with CNN and someone I had met 
socially on a couple of occasions.  Among other things, this 
talented woman advises people who need help in fashioning a 
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public address.  She told me about the importance of having a 
“hook”--something that would engage the interest and curiosity 
of the audience.  After some discussion about what I planned to 
talk about, she came up with the idea of presenting two 
graduates with gift books by the authors I planned to quote in 
my speech, Ayn Rand and Ralph Waldo Emerson.  It sounded right, 
and I made the purchases soon after our meeting.  Nadia is a 
beautiful, engaging woman whose company I like even when she 
isn’t dispensing helpful wisdom.  I included her game plan in 
the speech I had already written.  
 “Just follow me,” Dan smiled as we lined up for the 
traditional processional which would be led by a man in kilts 
playing his bagpipe.         
 “I’ll show you where to sit on stage,” he said.  I 
dutifully took my place behind him in the stream of university 
administrators who would take their place on stage, and faculty 
members who would sit in their appointed place in the audience.  
The teachers I knew smiled their encouragement.  The audience of 
grads, families and friends had already been seated in the 
auditorium.  I spotted Sydell and my private fan club seated to 
my right in the lower stands as soon as I got to my position on 
stage.  She was beaming and motioning with thumbs up thrust.  My 
nervousness dissolved, and I was ready.  
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After thanking Dan Papp for his introduction, I asked for 
two volunteers from the ranks of the graduates to come up for 
the books.  I congratulated them for volunteering while urging 
the others to reflect on why they did not volunteer.  The theme 
of my speech would be, Take Action! and this little byplay with 
the books would set the stage for my remarks.  Later, I would 
reveal the titles of the books and quote the authors.  The 
“hook” worked just fine because it aroused everyone’s curiosity 
and interest, the first steps of any sale.  The quotes were 
timely and worth repeating. 
 Ayn Rand said, “The man who lets a leader prescribe his 
course is a wreck being towed to the scrap heap” and “Happiness 
is that state of consciousness which proceeds from the 
achievement of one’s values.” 
 The esteemed author and philosopher, Ralph Waldo Emerson 
said, “All life is an experiment.  The more experiments you make 
the better,” and, “Unless you try to do something beyond what 
you have already mastered, you will never grow.”  Since that 
last one has become my mantra, I repeated it again for the 
audience with emphasis.  When a day goes by without doing 
something to improve myself, I feel unfulfilled and restless.  
It doesn’t have to be much, perhaps only a good workout or a 
couple of thousand words I wrote, just as long as it is 
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something positive and beyond the point at which I started the 
day.    
 Staying with the theme of my short address, “Take Action,”  
I said that there had been times in my life when I failed to do 
that, such as putting off my college education.  I admitted 
there had been other times when I substituted procrastination 
for action.  I congratulated the two graduates who volunteered 
to come up to the stage for their books and urged the others to 
question themselves for not taking action, urging them to be as 
proactive as possible in the future. 
    Those words, plus my other remarks were enough to earn 
me a prolonged, standing ovation from everyone in the 
Convocation Center.  Wow!  I felt as if a hot ball swelled and 
expanded in my gut.  Clearly, I had grown.  I was not the same 
person I was sixty seconds earlier.  Hand me a job application!  
Ask me about my academic resume!  It was even bigger than my 
graduation day.  I have since had people, with far greater 
achievements than mine, mumble that they never had been asked to 
do a commencement address.   
 I floated back to my seat on the stage of the Convocation 
Center while Dan Papp stepped up to make a few remarks. 
 “I have had the honor to attend many commencement 
ceremonies,” he said, “But I have seen a standing ovation such 
291 
 
as the one we just heard, only once before.  The speaker was 
Archbishop Desmond Tutu, the iconic South African leader.  
That’s a great act to follow.” 
 There were more words from more people but the rest is a 
blur for me.  Dan whispered to me that I could sit while the 
class marched to the stage for their token diplomas or I could 
stand next to him and shake their hands.  Of course, I chose to 
do the handshaking, even though Dan warned me that I would have 
a sore hand after doing that 500 times.   
 I said, “Congratulations,” to each black tassel and “Good 
job,” when the graduate was wearing the gold tassel that 
indicated he or she graduated with honors.  I noted with pride 
that Dan did not give anyone the hug he had given me when I 
graduated the previous semester.  My right hand tingled, but 
with excitement, not soreness. 
 Since then, my young angel, Ellen Jones, Director of the 
Development Department at KSU, has arranged a series of talks 
for me with groups like Chambers of Commerce, Rotarians, Senior 
Centers and various business groups.  I cheerfully confess that 
I love public speaking and being the center of attention if only 
for twenty or thirty minutes.  The only other standing ovation I 
received was at a talk for non-traditional students, delivered 
at their convention at KSU.  Being a non-traditional non-
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traditional student myself, I knew I was speaking to kindred 
spirits.  Most of them were still in undergraduate or graduate 
school, but there was a generous sprinkling of teachers, 
advisors and career counselors.  I reminded them of the times we 
sit in traffic, saying to ourselves, “What in hell am I doing 
here?” when we could be in a cozy bar or on the tennis court or 
simply watching TV at home.  They called out, “Yeah,” and 
applauded.  During the question and answer period, I performed 
like a stand-up comic.  We had great interaction and lots of 
laughs.  When Sydell and I left the hall, we got another 
standing round of applause. 
 The highlight of every speech I make is when I get to 
introduce Sydell to the audience.  “Honey, stand up and take a 
bow,” or, “I’d like you all to meet my better half,” or, “Meet 
my partner for the last sixty odd (now almost seventy) years.”   
 For most groups, she needs no introduction because her face 
and voice are familiar to many people in Atlanta.  Often, I will 
ask her to speak to the group and she grabs them with her 
positive, motivating thoughts.  She grabs me that way every day 
and, while I am proud of my accomplishments, I freely confess 
that I couldn’t have done it without her love and support.   
 Come to think of it, when she is the speaker and I am in 
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the audience, she never introduces me.  Oh, well, we can’t win 
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Arthur Harris resides with his wife, Sydell in Atlanta, 
Georgia.  His son, Richard, and his daughter, Karen, with her 
husband Bruce Froy live nearby.   
     He has just earned his Master of Arts in  
Professional Writing in 2011, after earning his Bachelor  
Of Arts in English, Cum Laude, in 2007, at Kennesaw State 
University.   
In the years prior to matriculation at KSU, from 1982 to 
1998, he was the CEO of Spa Sydell, the largest Day Spa Company 
in the Southeast.  Upon his retirement as CEO, he and Sydell 
Harris became Co-founders and Co-Chairmen of that company. 
Prior to that, his business career centered on sales 
positions, the most recent being: 
National Sales Manager for Learning Foundations, based in 
Athens, Georgia and National Sales Manager for Electronic 
Computer Programming Institute, New York City.     
He is the oldest person to earn his BA in the history of 
Kennesaw State University. 
